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"A  Littk  Work  A  Littk 
Play . . ." 
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THE  TERM  "COMMUNITY  THEATRE"  IS  USED  TO  COVER  ALL  THOSE 

play-producing  groups  which  operate  in  the  United  States  of 
America  under  a  wide  variety  of  names— Httle  theatre,  civic 
playhouse,  community  theatre,  community  playhouse  and  a 
dozen  or  more  variants  and  combinations.  There  is  nothing 
standardized  about  either  the  titles  or  operations  of  these 
groups;  they  show  no  sign  of  regimentation  in  either  their 
tactics  or  their  strategy  and  they  pay  no  dues  to  a  central  or- 
ganization. They  are  no  more  than  an  agglomeration  of  highly 
individual  civic  associations,  bound  together  by  a  general  simi- 
larity of  motives  and  ideals. 

The  participants  in  these  community  endeavors  are  amateurs 
and  their  avocation  is  dramatics,  but  standards  of  operation 
are,  in  the  main,  as  far  removed  from  the  "amateur  dramatics" 
of  an  earlier  generation  as  a  technicolor  movie  is  from  a  Mack 
Sennett  comedy.  These  citizens  pursue  their  avocation  in  an 
age  where  a  high  standard  of  competence  in  the  parallel  pro- 
fessional entertainment  fields— Broadway,  radio,  movies— has 
made  it  necessary  for  the  nonprofessional  in  the  theatre  to 
learn  his  craft  thoroughly  and  practise  it  conscientiously  in 
order  to  find  and  retain  an  audience.  The  community  theatre 

3 


4  Encores  on  Main  Street 

is  not  big  business  but  it  is  now,  if  never  before,  a  very  serious 
business. 

The  well-established  regional  theatres  are  now  playing  to  the 
largest  audiences  in  their  history.  It  is  approximately  twenty- 
five  years  since  the  major  groups  began  their  operations  and 
most  of  them  appeared  to  have  reached  the  peak  of  their  effec- 
tiveness around  1929.  The  subsequent  depression  made  severe 
test  of  their  vitality  and  staying  power;  many  groups,  conceived 
in  optimism  and  dedicated  to  the  economic  philosophy  of  the 
Coolidge  era,  had  painful  experiences  with  their  mortgage- 
holders,  several  theatres  gave  up  the  fight  altogether,  and  the 
survivors  played  to  dwindling  audiences  and  were  compelled 
to  curtail  their  operations  quite  drastically.  Some  groups  even 
compromised  with  their  ideals  and  made  pathetic  and  even 
ludicrous  efforts  to  pay  the  bills  and  keep  the  doors  open. 
Sponsorship  of  circus  performances,  raffles  for  automobiles, 
white  elephant  sales,  and  bingo  games  were  among  the  many 
devices  used  to  augment  the  meager  box-office  receipts.  Such 
eccentricities  are  no  longer  necessary;  the  box-office  pays  the 
bills  nowadays,  with  something  over. 

In  the  lush  days  prior  to  1929  some  of  us  Vidth  a  passion  for 
statistics  used  to  calculate  that  the  saturation  point  had  been 
reached  when  an  audience  (for  each  production)  which  aver- 
aged 3  percent  of  the  city's  population  could  be  counted  on. 
Many  theatres  managed  very  well  by  attracting  only  half  that 
figure;  any  higher  percentage  was  regarded  as  phenomenal, 
therefore  rare  and  perhaps  incredible. 

The  statistics  for  today's  audiences  would  indeed  seem  in- 
credible to  some  of  the  pioneers,  for  there  are  a  dozen  or  more 
nonprofessional  theatres  currently  showing  their  productions 
to  more  than  7  percent  of  their  community's  population.  In 
the  season  of  1945-1946  at  least  one  theatre  sold  5,400  sub- 
scription tickets,  which  represented  almost  9  percent  of  the 
63,000  available  ticket-buyers.  As  this  latter  figure  was  sup- 
plied by  the  local  chamber  of  commerce,  it  is  fair  to  assume 
that  the  potential  was  not  an  understatement.  This  theatre  is 
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an  exceptional  case,  for  it  enjoys  great  prestige  and  supplies  the 
needs  of  a  community  which  is  off  the  track  of  the  bigger  road 
companies.  There  are,  however,  many  community  groups  who 
are  regularly  attracting  5  or  6  percent  of  the  total  number  of 
their  fellow  citizens  without  claiming  anything  phenomenal 
for  their  operations. 

No  exact  figures  are  available  on  the  total  number  of  non- 
professional groups  at  present  in  active  operation.  A  leading 
play-agent  in  the  country  has  estimated  that  his  New  York 
office  rents  (that  is,  collects  the  royalty  legally  due  him  as  agent 
for  the  author)  at  least  one  play  a  year  to  each  of  over  20,000 
dramatic  organizations,  and  other  publishers  may  well  be  able 
to  say  the  same.  Included  in  these  figures,  of  course,  will  be 
every  conceivable  variety  of  dramatic  venture,  ranging  all  the 
way  from  a  campfire  presentation  by  a  boy-scout  troop  to  a 
production,  in  full  panoply,  by  the  Pasadena  Playhouse.  The 
scouts  will  forgive  me,  I  trust,  for  putting  them  at  the  foot  of 
the  scale,  the  reason  being  that  their  plays  are  frequently  given 
for  an  audience  restricted  to  the  other  members  of  their  troop, 
and  not  for  the  general  public.  At  the  same  time,  it  may  be 
unjust  to  select  the  Pasadena  theatre  as  an  appropriate  con- 
trast, since  there  are  many  other  groups  in  the  country  who 
attract  even  larger  houses  for  their  plays.  But  the  well-deserved 
renown  of  the  California  organization  justifies  the  use  of  its 
name,  since  it  is  certainly  the  best  known  of  the  larger  com- 
munity theatres. 

At  the  present  time  there  are  probably  between  nine  hun- 
dred and  a  thousand  active  producing  groups  other  than  col- 
leges and  high  schools.  Of  these,  some  three  hundred  either 
own  their  own  buildings  or  occupy  quarters  which  afford  them 
adequate  facilities  and  give  them  a  feeling  of  permanence  and 
continuity.  Practically  all  these  three  hundred  theatres  employ 
professional  directors  on  a  full-time  basis.  Some  of  the  larger 
theatres  find  it  necessary  and  desirable  to  engage,  in  addition, 
such  functionaries  as  an  assistant  director,  a  technical  director, 
a  wardrobe  mistress,  and  so  on,  in  order  to  keep  up  their  pro- 
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duction  schedule  and  to  free  the  nonprofessional  participants 
for  the  business  of  acting.  In  every  group  there  are,  fortunately, 
a  goodly  number  of  amiable  persons  who  have  no  acting  ambi- 
tions and  who  prefer  to  contribute  their  time  and  talent  to  the 
purely  technical  side  of  production.  Such  people  are  invaluable, 
and  without  their  help  the  professional  staff  would  never  get 
the  curtain  up  on  time.  There  is  much  more  to  the  "putting 
on"  of  a  play  than  is  dreamed  of  in  the  average  actor's  phi- 
losophy. 

The  purpose  of  this  book,  the  writing  of  which  was  made 
possible  by  a  generous  grant  from  the  National  Theatre  Con- 
ference, is  to  present  a  discussion  of  the  relationship  which 
should  exist  between  the  community  theatre  director  and  the 
people  with  whom  he  has  to  work.  These  latter  include  the 
players,  the  technicians,  the  committees,  the  audience,  and, 
most  important  of  all,  the  trustees  to  whom  he  is  responsible 
and  whose  approval  of  his  efforts  is  essential  to  his  continued 
working  existence.  All  these  people,  the  trustees  in  particular, 
are  amateurs.  To  them  the  theatre  is  merely  an  avocation,  a 
spare-time  exercise,  and  a  source  of  mental,  physical,  and  even 
spiritual  refreshment.  The  director  is  a  professional  whose 
happiness,  security,  and  freedom  of  expression  depend  upon 
the  success  v^dth  which  he  can  harness  their  efforts,  maintain 
their  enthusiasm,  and  retain  their  respect  and  confidence. 

Although  addressed  primarily  to  the  director  because  the 
burden  of  adjustment  lies  principally  with  him  (or  her),  these 
chapters  may  possibly  be  helpful  to  other  active  workers  in  the 
community  theatre.  This  is  not  a  textbook  on  the  art  of  di- 
recting or  scene  design.  It  is  not  a  handbook  of  general  theatre 
procedure.  There  is  a  large  number  of  such  books  already  avail- 
able. Competent  authorities  have  written  exhaustively  on  the 
technical  side  of  theatre  production,  on  the  planning  and  con- 
duct of  rehearsals,  and  on  the  art  of  blending  the  various 
contributing  elements  into  an  aesthetically  satisfying  unity. 
Whether  it  be  regarded  as  art  or  science  the  practice  of  theatre 
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production  may  be  studied,  if  not  entirely  mastered,  by  means 
of  the  already  existing  literature  on  the  subject. 

None  of  these  admirable  textbooks  completely  fill  the  direc- 
tor's need  for  guidance  because  they  tend  to  presuppose  ideal 
working  conditions,  which  simply  do  not  exist  in  the  com- 
munity theatre.  The  writers  of  these  books  take  for  granted  a 
near-Utopian  standard  of  competence  on  the  part  of  the  play- 
ers, complete  and  eflEcient  co-operation  from  the  assisting  stafiE 
(presumably  highly  trained  and  professional),  and  the  con- 
sistently maintained  support  of  the  producing  authority.  There 
can  be  no  quarrel  with  this  approach.  It  is  only  correct  to  pre- 
sume the  existence  of  perfect  conditions  if  a  perfect  result  is  to 
be  secured.  In  the  compilation  of  a  treatise  on  the  practice  of 
an  art  it  is  only  proper  to  presuppose  that  all  the  tools  and 
materials  will  be  of  the  highest  obtainable  quality  if  the  finest 
results  are  to  be  obtained. 

The  object  of  this  book  is  not  to  advocate  lower  standards 
nor  to  excuse  poor  workmanship,  but  to  attempt  a  more 
realistic  attitude  which  wUl  at  the  same  time  be  consonant 
with  high  ideals  and  sincere  effort.  There  is  no  real  escape 
from  the  imperfections  of  this  world,  even  in  the  theatre. 
Human  beings  are  never  so  difficult  as  when  engaged  in  an 
avocation,  and  diverse  personalities  are  never  so  conflicting  as 
in  the  glare  of  the  spotlights,  where  self-expression  is  apotheo- 
sized and  inhibition  is  condemned. 

Not  all  the  graduates  of  our  drama  schools  and  college 
theatres  have  their  eyes  on  a  Broadway  career.  Their  teachers 
will  have  done  their  best  to  discourage  a  dip  into  that  pool  of 
heartbreak  and  disillusionment  for  all  but  the  hardiest  swim- 
mers, but  there  will  always  be  plenty  of  courageous  young 
people  disregarding  all  warnings  in  their  anxiety  to  take  a 
chance  at  the  glittering  prizes  offered  by  Broadway  and  Holly- 
wood. At  the  same  time  there  are  many  of  equal  talent  and 
courage  who  deliberately  decline  the  exhausting  experience  of 
spending  their  postgraduate  years  shuttling  back  and  forth 


8  Encores  on  Main  Street 

through  Shubert  Alley  in  search  of  their  first  job.  It  is  quite 
unfair  to  condemn  as  lacking  in  courage  these  young  actors 
and  actresses,  these  embryo  directors  and  scene  designers  who 
choose  to  find  their  careers  and  their  self-expression  in  the 
greater  theatre  away  from  Broadway. 

Unfortunately  far  too  many  of  this  latter  group  start  out 
with  rosy  visions  of  the  temple  of  Thespis  at  whose  altars  they 
will  serve  reverently  and  joyously.  They  have  learned  their  craft 
under  the  happiest  of  circumstances,  in  schools  where  harmony 
and  co-operation  among  students  and  faculty  were  taken  for 
granted,  where  costumes  were  always  authentic,  settings  com- 
plete down  to  the  last  gilt  doorknob,  and  where  the  dictates  of 
the  rehearsal  call  board  were  final  and  absolute.  In  short  they 
have  been  reared  in  the  proper  theatre  atmosphere  and  under 
circumstances  calculated  to  imbue  them  with  the  highest  pos- 
sible standards  and  ideals. 

Actual  conditions  of  work  in  the  majority  of  community 
theatres  are  vastly  different  and  often  most  disillusioning. 
Many  brilliant  young  theatre  people,  whose  talents  should 
have  been  available  to  the  larger  American  theatre,  have  been 
so  dismayed  by  their  first  experience  of  the  provincial  drama 
that  they  have  worked  out  their  first  contract  and  then  de- 
parted into  other  fields.  I  am  not  arguing  that  they  should  have 
stayed  on  at  the  price  of  a  compromise  with  their  standards, 
but  that  some  fuller  understanding  of  the  special  problems  of 
the  nonprofessional  theatre  would  have  enabled  them  to  ad- 
just to  conditions  and  methods  foreign  to  their  training. 

There  are  some  powerful  and  successful  community  theatres 
in  the  country  whose  organization  and  production  methods 
leave  little  to  be  desired.  They  are  professional  in  the  best  sense 
of  that  word,  but  their  competence  has  been  achieved  as  a 
result  of  careful  planning  and  wise  leadership  over  a  period  of 
time.  Such  theatres,  it  must  be  admitted,  are  the  exception  and 
not  the  rule.  These  highly  competent  groups  have  been  fortu- 
nate in  the  loyal  citizens  who  have  devoted  time  and  thought 
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to  their  problems  and  maintained  their  support  through  try- 
ing times.  They  have  been  fortunate,  also,  in  their  professional 
leaders  who  have  occupied  their  posts  for  many  years  and  who 
have  arrived  at  a  philosophy  and  a  technique  in  their  human 
relationships. 

The  others,  which  means  practically  all  of  them,  have  a  less 
settled  policy  and  seem  to  prefer  to  experiment  quite  freely. 
Many  of  them  subscribe  to  the  theory  that  a  director  should 
move  around,  much  in  the  same  way  that  the  ministers  of  the 
Methodist  Church  revolve  in  their  pastorates.  In  many  cities 
this  practice  seems  to  have  proved  successful,  and  it  has  much 
to  recommend  it,  but  unless  a  policy  of  this  kind,  and  the 
reason  for  it,  are  properly  understood  by  the  trustees,  the 
director,  and  the  public,  it  is  apt  to  lead  to  hardship,  if  not  to 
hard  feelings. 

Since  every  city  has  an  individuality  and  every  board  of 
trustees  conceives  its  responsibility  to  the  membership  and  the 
audience  differently,  it  is  immediately  obvious  that  no  yard- 
stick can  be  supplied  to  any  given  circumstances.  These  discus- 
sions must  view  the  problems  in  the  broadest  terms. 

The  author,  after  nearly  twenty-five  years  of  active  work  in 
this  field,  looks  back  upon  many  errors  of  omission  and  com- 
mission. There  were  situations  and  problems  which  might  have 
been  handled  better.  Viewed  objectively,  the  mistakes  shine 
out  with  a  blinding  glare  and  difficulties  which  at  the  time 
seemed  insuperable  appear,  at  this  safe  distance,  the  merest 
molehills. 

In  extenuation  it  should  be  remembered  that  when  the 
Dallas  Little  Theatre,  later  to  become  perhaps  the  outstanding 
theatre  of  its  kind  in  the  country,  was  founded,  it  was  a  shot  in 
the  dark  for  everyone  concerned.  Nothing  like  it  had  been 
attempted  before  and  there  were  no  textbooks  on  the  subject. 
It  was  a  combination  of  theatre  and  social  relations,  of  practi- 
cal business  and  community  culture.  The  director  was  teacher, 
football  coach,  and  cheerleader,  yet  few  of  the  first  groups 
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organized  could  see  in  his  work  the  necessity  for  full-time  em- 
ployment. The  ball  was  fumbled  rather  frequently  by  all  in 
those  days,  and  the  lessons  were  learned  the  hard  way. 

It  is  from  such  mistakes,  sometimes  repeated  in  later  years, 
that  profit  can  be  derived.  At  the  same  time,  immodesty  com- 
pels the  complacent  admission  that  some  situations  were  han- 
dled well  and  with  constructive  results,  which  may  appear  in 
the  ensuing  chapters. 

From  these  years  of  active  experience,  from  miscalculations 
or  from  the  successful  outcome  of  thoughtful  planning  and 
approach,  there  may  evolve  some  pattern  by  which  the  profes- 
sional may  live  happily  and  successfully  among  the  earnest 
people  who  find  their  avocation  in  the  theatre.  Since  the  sci- 
ence of  directing  has  been  reduced  to  terms,  perhaps  by  similar 
ratiocination  the  art  of  theatre  leadership  may  eventually  be 
expressed  in  a  form  which  will  prevent  broken  hearts  and  spir- 
its, will  offer  constructive  suggestions  for  more  felicitous  rela- 
tions and  help  to  carry  the  greater  American  theatre  to  larger 
achievement. 

This  little  volume  cannot  hope  to  supply  all  the  answers,  but 
its  contribution  may  not  be  too  inconsiderable.  It  is  largely  a 
record  of  facts,  relieved  only  occasionally  by  suggestions  for 
some  techniques  which,  in  my  opinion,  could  be  improved. 
Included  in  the  facts  are  a  number  of  incidents,  unadorned  and 
devoid  of  exaggeration,  of  a  personal  nature.  I  have  avoided 
the  mention  of  actual  names,  for  obvious  reasons,  but  since  I 
recall  none  of  these  happenings  with  any  bitterness  and  repeat 
them  vidthout  malicious  intent,  I  trust  that  if  the  persons 
concerned  recognize  themselves  they  will  find  pleasure  in  re- 
living with  me  tiie  days  when  we  worked,  suffered,  and  rejoiced 
together. 
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A  LEADER  WHO  POSSESSES  COURAGE  AND  CONVICTION  NEVER  LACKS 

followers.  Every  community  theatre  must  depend,  for  the 
regular  presentation  of  its  yearly  program,  upon  the  volunteer 
efforts  of  at  least  a  couple  of  hundred  persons  who  are  willing 
followers  of  a  trusted  leader.  Many  theatres  are  able  to  make 
use  of  the  time  and  talents  of  as  many  as  five  hundred  workers, 
for  besides  the  actors  and  actresses  who  make  up  the  casts  there 
will  be  those  who  work  behind  the  scenes,  in  the  front  of  the 
house,  and  on  committees  or  membership  campaigns  and  pub- 
licity ventures.  All  these  genuine  amateurs,  lovers  of  the  the- 
atre, have  to  be  continually  and  continuously  inspired  by  the 
chosen  leader,  the  director. 

Like  the  proverbial  teacher  who  has  always  to  be  one  day 
ahead  of  her  pupils,  the  theatre  leader  has  to  be,  in  fervor  and 
zeal,  always  one  jump  ahead  of  his  volunteer  helpers.  He  must 
be  able  to  maintain  a  constant  stream  of  enthusiasm  and  en- 
couragement, to  have  on  tap  a  solution  for  every  difficulty,  and 
to  meet  every  setback  with  a  smile.  This  outpouring  of  spirit  is 
likely  to  prove  wearing  and  depleting,  and  it  leaves  little  or  no 
time  for  creative  work  in  playwriting  or  the  compilation  of 
textbooks. 

In  the  same  way  that  many  ministers  of  religion  are  pre- 
vented from  doing  the  research  and  study  necessary  to  produce 
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their  best  sermons  by  the  multitudinous  demands  on  their 
time  as  parish  executives,  many  theatre  leaders  are  unsuccessful 
in  being  director,  manager,  organizer,  and  publicist  all  rolled 
into  one.  But  these  duties  are  only  part  of  those  expected  from 
a  community  theatre  leader,  and  they  are  inseparable  from  the 
job.  The  challenge  must  be  accepted  and  the  problem  must  be 
faced  with  a  good  heart. 

The  first  few  months  of  a  director's  term  of  office  are  occu- 
pied largely  by  the  business  of  correlating  the  energies  of  the 
individuals  who  adhere  to  the  community  group.  Not  that  this 
phase  of  the  leader's  job  is  ever  finished,  but  the  first  few 
months  are  of  vital  importance.  There  will  be  no  privacy.  A 
constant  stream  of  visitors  will  be  the  rule.  Ostensibly  they 
will  come  to  see  if  there  is  anything  they  can  be  given  to  do,  to 
offer  good  wishes,  often  to  enlarge  upon  the  shortcomings  of 
the  predecessor,  but  actually  they  are  busy  sizing  up  the  new 
incumbent  and  trying  to  discover  what  makes  him  (or  her) 
tick.  After  they  leave  the  theatre  they  will  probably  make  a 
dash  for  the  nearest  telephone  booth  to  report  their  findings  to 
their  familiars.  Fortified  by  this  information  the  next  visitors 
will  arrive,  gossip  a  while  and  then  go  on  their  way  to  pass 
along  the  good  word— or  the  bad— to  another  circle  of  friends. 

There  is  no  escape  from  this,  irritating  and  even  fearsome  as 
it  may  sound  in  prospect.  Every  young  minister  knows  about 
it;  so  does  his  wife,  and  if  the  theatre  director  is  fortunate 
enough  to  be  married  then  he  and  his  partner  must  resign 
themselves  to  living  like  goldfish  as  long  as  they  stay  in  this 
profession.  After  all,  they  are  on  the  inside  looking  out,  which 
is  occasionally  an  advantage,  and  that  point  of  view  can  pro- 
vide much  amusement  for  theatre  directors  as  well  as  for  gold- 
fish. If  the  director  has  a  genuine  love  of  people,  as  he  must 
have  if  he  is  to  succeed  in  this  work,  he  will  enjoy  the  visits  of 
these  sight-seers  and  make  capital  out  of  the  time  spent  in  con- 
tact with  them. 

The  ability  to  be  a  good  listener  is  essential.  These  early 
callers  may  be  depended  on  to  make  most  of  the  conversation. 
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They  will  voice  their  complaints,  offer  their  suggestions,  and 
expect  to  be  heard  and  to  have  their  ideas  seriously  considered. 
It  is  not  wise  for  the  new  director  to  offer  them  too  much 
encouragement.  He  may  expect  to  be  quoted  and,  at  that,  not 
too  accurately.  Any  rash  promises  as  to  policy  are  unsafe;  after 
all,  policy  in  general  is  the  province  of  the  trustees.  It  may  be 
prompted  by  the  suggestions  of  the  director,  indeed  some  rec- 
ommendations as  to  change  or  modification  will  be  expected 
from  him,  but  they  should  not  be  publicly  stated  until  the 
trustees  have  heard  about  them.  In  that  way  lies  trouble  of 
the  worst  kind.  The  director  should  always  remember  he  is  the 
executive,  not  the  legislature.  His  duties  are  concerned  with 
tactics  whereas  strategy  is  determined  by  the  trustees. 

The  director's  visitors  may  make  the  mistake  of  deciding  for 
or  against  him  on  the  basis  of  the  first  interchange  of  views 
and  news.  Most  of  them  do,  which  is  why  the  new  appointee 
must  be  at  his  best.  But  he  should  not  make  a  similar  error 
himself.  It  is  all  too  easy  to  put  people  immediately  into 
pigeonholes  or  neatly  package  them  under  type  this  or  that, 
pleasant  or  unpleasant,  trustworthy  or  otherwise.  The  director 
will  be  expected  to  be  at  his  best  and  most  charming,  while 
the  visitor  may  make  no  attempt  to  put  himself  out  to  please, 
may  even  be  masochistic  enough  to  put  his  worst  side  forward 
in  order  to  see  how  it  is  taken.  Early  generalizations  on  the 
director's  part  are  fatal  in  this  business  of  rallying  support  for 
an  enterprise  which  draws  its  personnel  and  its  audience  from 
every  stratum  of  the  city's  life,  which  includes  in  its  repertory 
everything  from  Three  Sisters  to  Three  Men  on  a  Horse  and 
which  must  needs  enrapture  the  Browning  Club  one  week  and 
the  Rotary  Club  the  next.  All  kinds  of  people  make  up  the 
audience  but  a  far  more  diversified  collection  of  human  beings 
seek  active  self-expression  in  the  practical  work  of  the  theatre. 

Away  from  the  theatre,  on  neutral  ground  elsewhere  in  the 
city,  the  danger  of  generalization  is  even  greater.  It  is  some- 
times permissible  to  cast  for  type  on  the  stage,  but  never  in 
public  contacts.  The  man  or  woman  who  is  "just  crazy  about 
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the  theatre"  and  who  goes  to  New  York  twice  a  year  for  the 
express  purpose  of  seeing  the  latest  plays  would  seem  to  be  a 
reliable  confidant  to  whom  the  director  could  pour  out  his 
plans  and  his  dreams,  while  the  hardheaded  man  of  business, 
whose  only  publicized  associations  are  in  luncheon  clubs  or 
sporting  circles,  might  be  huniedly  classified  as  a  philistine 
and  given  scant  consideration.  This  is  a  dangerous  fallacy. 
Many  of  these  businessmen  "types"  have  been  revealed  as 
secret  collectors  of  classical  recordings  or  as  ardent  lovers  of 
Shakespeare,  which  they  read  in  bed.  A  man  of  this  kind  may 
be  found  more  willing  to  encourage  and  support  a  local  enter- 
prise than  the  one  who  disparages  his  own  city's  efforts  to- 
wards "the  better  life"  and  believes  that  Broadway,  and  only 
Broadway,  contains  the  ark  of  the  theatrical  covenant. 

The  director  must  then  be  patient  and  eternally  curious, 
with  always  a  genuine  respect  for  his  chosen  profession  and  a 
love  for  his  work  that  he  can  carry  around  with  him  like  a  ban- 
ner. "Take  your  job  very  seriously,  but  take  yourself  very 
lightly"  should  be  the  watchword.  A  community  theatre  di- 
rector has  nothing  to  apologize  for  in  his  position  as  the  leader 
of  a  worthy  and  valuable  civic  cause,  but  he  must  speak  always 
for  his  theatre,  not  for  himself.  He  should  learn  to  say  "we" 
and  not  "I." 

The  reasons  for  this  becoming  modesty  are  quite  logical.  It 
must  be  remembered  that  the  longer  a  community  group  has 
been  in  existence  the  greater  is  the  pride  of  ovmership  exhib- 
ited by  those  who  serve  as  its  trustees  and  take  part  in  its 
activities.  Many  groups  of  twenty-five  years  active  existence 
still  include  men  and  women  who  were  charter  members  of  the 
organization,  and  some  of  these  people  have  even  served  con- 
tinuously on  the  governing  board. 

Whether  or  not  this  long  service  is  a  healthy  situation  is 
not  the  point  under  discussion.  If  the  group  has  retained  such 
people  in  office,  it  must  have  been  because  of  some  great  value 
placed  upon  their  services  or  their  opinions,  and  such  men  and 
women  will  still  be  active  in  the  making  of  the  theatre's  policy. 
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If  their  views  on  the  objectives  of  the  group  should  happen  to 
coincide  with  the  director's  they  will  be  his  warm  friends;  if 
not,  they  are  likely  to  prove  quite  dangerous  foes.  This  possi- 
bility must  be  faced  and,  at  least  in  the  early  stages,  any  open 
conflict  of  opinion  on  policy  and  procedure  quite  sedulously 
avoided.  There  are  many  ways  in  which  these  elder  statesmen 
can,  and  will,  help  the  incoming  director,  for  their  background 
of  local  history  will  be  unexcelled.  It  will  usually  be  found  that 
over  the  years  they  have  given  more  than  mere  lip  service  to  the 
cause.  If  they  have  not  made  large  donations  of  money,  they 
have  probably  been  generous  with  their  time  and  effort.  It  is 
their  theatre,  because  they  have  nursed  and  helped  rear  it  to 
maturity. 

Succeeding  chapters  will  endeavor  to  analyze  the  particular 
problems  confronting  the  director  in  his  contact  with  the 
veteran  trustees  and  workers,  and  with  all  the  different  groups 
around  the  theatre.  Suggestions  will  be  advanced  as  to  ways 
and  means  to  meet  and  overcome  difficulties  which  may  arise 
in  the  various  departments.  Even  if  the  proposed  solutions 
were  infallible,  and  I  should  be  the  last  to  claim  that  they  are, 
they  will  be  useless  without  certain  personal  qualities  that  the 
director  himself  must  bring  to  the  task. 

There  was  an  old  Victorian  couplet,  designed  to  point  a 
moral,  which  ran  something  like  this: 

"Patience  and  Perseverance 
Made  a  bishop  of  His  Reverence." 

Patience  and  perseverance  are  still  useful  qualities,  even  out- 
side the  ecclesiastical  hierarchy;  so  are  control  of  the  temper, 
unfailing  tact,  and  a  becoming  modesty  about  one's  ability  to 
judge  human  nature  correctly.  It  may  be  remembered  that 
even  psychiatrists  have  been  known  to  disagree.  Rash  judg- 
ments are  extremely  risky  and  it  is  much  safer  to  give  everyone 
the  benefit  of  the  doubt.  Things  have  a  way  of  straightening 
themselves  out— if  left  alone— that  is  positively  uncanny.  There 
will  be  countless  surprises,  most  of  them  pleasant,  because 
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people  will  not  stay  classified,  the  director  least  of  all.  In  spite 
of  a  careful  guard  on  his  temper  and  his  tongue,  he  may  fre- 
quently be  misjudged  by  his  fellow  workers.  Therefore  he 
should  avoid  a  snap  judgment  or  a  rash  estimate  of  character 
which  may  land  him  in  an  untenable  position,  weaken  his 
authority,  and  lead  to  unhappiness  all  round. 

However  platitudinous  the  foregoing  suggestions  may  sound 
they  are  the  basic  rules  of  behavior  from  which  must  be  devel- 
oped the  special  techniques  for  each  particular  case.  There  is 
no  denying  that  a  severe  self-discipline  is  called  for,  a  constant 
vigilance  and  a  stern  resolve  to  make  things  come  out  right  in 
the  face  of  setbacks  and  opposition.  Much  can  be  achieved  by 
arranging  the  work  schedule  so  as  to  provide  the  proper  amount 
of  rest  and  preparation  for  the  strain  of  rehearsal  and  commit- 
tee work.  There  is  no  point  in  subjecting  the  nervous  system  to 
fatigue  which  could  be  avoided  by  a  little  thought  and  plan- 
ning. 

Careful  organizing  of  the  day's  activities  is  essential.  In  the 
preoccupation  with  committee  work,  social  contacts,  office  rou- 
tine, and  general  supervision,  many  directors  tend  to  lose  sight 
of  the  fact  that  their  principal  contribution  must  be  the  re- 
hearsal and  production  of  plays.  Upon  the  well-ordered  con- 
duct of  rehearsals  depends  the  success  of  the  theatre  under 
their  charge.  Everything  else  is  of  secondary  importance,  A 
play  without  lights,  scenery,  or  costumes  is  still  a  play  if  it  is 
properly  acted;  no  amount  of  elaborate  scenic  investiture,  no 
miracles  of  lighting  will  make  a  play  if  the  cast  is  unprepared 
and  low  in  its  morale. 

It  is  therefore  a  mistake  to  keep  open  house,  to  be  at  the 
disposal  of  every  chance  caller  until  such  a  late  hour  as  makes 
it  impossible  to  eat  a  proper  meal  before  rehearsal.  A  hastily 
swallowed  sandwich  is  not  adequate  fortification  for  three, 
four,  or  five  hours  of  intense  nervous  concentration.  Nor  is  a 
dinner  party,  preceded  by  cocktails  and  possibly  garnished  with 
other  forms  of  firewater,  any  better.  The  players,  who  may 
themselves  have  had  no  more  than  a  sandwich  in  order  to  be 
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on  time,  will  not  welcome  the  ministrations  of  a  director  who 
is  either  somnolent  from  rich  food  or  exuberant  from  the  other 
concomitants  of  a  festive  occasion.  Dining  out  is  delightful, 
and  it  is  a  desirable  form  of  recreation  and  refreshment  for  the 
director,  but  invitations  had  better  be  accepted  for  evenings 
when  there  is  no  rehearsal. 

The  conduct  of  rehearsals,  the  guidance,  teaching,  and  en- 
couragement of  nonprofessionals,  who  often  make  great  sacri- 
fices of  time,  energy,  and  convenience  in  order  to  take  part  in 
plays,  is  the  director's  foremost  duty.  He  should  come  to  re- 
hearsals as  nearly  as  possible  in  peak  condition,  mental  and 
physical.  To  be  exhausted  or  distraught,  hungry  or  surfeited,  is 
to  break  faith  with  his  fellow  workers.  He  must  therefore  learn 
to  say  no,  to  plan  his  days  so  that  his  own  social  life  does  not 
impinge  upon  the  principal  hours  of  his  theatre  schedule,  to 
organize  his  time  so  that  there  is  always  a  space  in  which  he 
can  take  some  rest,  away  from  the  theatre,  for  an  hour  or  more 
before  the  time  to  meet  his  cast. 

This  is  a  prescription  acquired  from  bitter  experience.  It  is  a 
good  thing  to  be  known  as  a  social  animal,  to  have  the  reputa- 
tion of  being  able  to  take  long  hours  and  yet  be  on  hand  to 
meet  people  at  any  and  all  times.  It  is  dangerous  to  acquire 
this  reputation  at  the  expense  of  a  proper  devotion  to  the 
play.  An  inadequate  amount  of  rest  and  sleep  spells  nervous 
strain.  It  will  take  supreme  control  to  survive  those  terrible 
evenings  of  rehearsal  when  nothing  will  go  right,  and  the  cast 
is  abnormally  sensitive  to  the  demeanor  of  the  director.  If  he  is 
calm  and  controlled,  their  own  nerves  will  be  soothed;  if  he 
allows  himself  to  be  ruffled  and  irritable  he  may  expect  the 
same  behavior  from  the  players.  Temper  out  of  control  leads  to 
temperament,  which  is  not  very  highly  esteemed  today  by 
serious  theatre  people. 

Above  all  the  director  should  possess  a  sense  of  humor, 
which  is  the  same  thing  as  a  sense  of  proportion,  and  should 
exercise  it  to  the  full.  He  can  do  so  only  if  he  will  refrain  from 
draining  away  his  nervous  resources  and  exhausting  his  emo- 
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tions  by  dramatizing  every  minor  setback  and  magnifying  it  to 
the  size  of  a  near-catastrophe.  A  last  word  to  the  director  who 
works  under  strain  would  be:  "Remember  that  no  one  else  will 
make  the  same  allowances  for  your  provocation  as  you  do  for 
yourself.  Keep  your  sense  of  humor,  your  sense  of  proportion, 
and  it  will  keep  you." 


CHAPTER    THREE 
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ASSUMING  THAT  THE  DIRECTOR  DOES  NOT  PROPOSE  TO  ORGANIZE 

a  new  group  but  plans  to  place  his  services  at  the  disposal  of  a 
well-established  community  theatre,  there  are  a  dozen  or  more 
ways  in  which  he  may  make  known  his  availability.  The  doyen 
of  all  American  drama  monthlies,  Theatre  Arts,  has  a  large 
circulation  and  tremendous  prestige,  and  an  advertisement  in 
its  columns  during  the  spring  and  summer  months  should  not 
fail  to  bring  forth  a  number  of  replies.  Other  periodicals  such 
as  Dramatics  Magazine  and  the  Journal  of  the  Speech  Associa- 
tion of  America  have  a  wide  distribution. 

The  National  Theatre  Conference  maintains  an  efficient  and 
comprehensive  placement  service  and  will  gladly  place  on  file, 
without  charge,  the  name  and  qualifications  of  applicants  for 
college  and  community  theatre  posts.  The  NTC  Placement 
Service  is  regularly  consulted  by  schools  and  theatres  report- 
ing vacancies,  and  while  the  Conference  refrains  from  either 
recommending  or  disparaging  any  of  the  professionals  on  its 
books,  it  keeps  such  complete  records  of  their  work  in  previous 
posts  that  a  prospective  employer  should  have  no  difficulty  in 
assessing  the  capabilities  of  any  applicant. 

In  addition,  all  colleges  with  drama  or  speech  departments 
keep  files  on  their  graduates,  and  frequently  on  other  people 
who  are  knovm  to  members  of  the  faculty,  although  when  the 
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time  comes  to  make  a  recommendation  any  school  will  be  ex- 
cusably biased  in  favor  of  men  and  women  they  have  trained 
themselves.  A  graduate  of  Carnegie  should  not  expect  to  find 
himself  high  on  the  list  of  availables  at  Yale,  and  vice  versa. 

Above  all,  as  in  every  profession,  it  pays  to  have  a  wide  ac- 
quaintance and  to  maintain  the  proper  contacts.  Any  director 
who  plans  to  resign  from  a  congenial  post  will  usually  let  some 
of  his  friends  know  of  his  intention  and  give  them  the  oppor- 
tunity to  apply  if  the  friends  have  kept  in  touch  with  him, 
reported  their  addresses,  and  have  hinted  that  they  would  be 
interested  in  such  a  job  whenever  vacant. 

Besides  keeping  in  regular  touch  with  all  his  colleagues  who 
are  in  seemingly  snug  jobs,  an  applicant-director  should  make 
it  a  point  of  honor  to  keep  all  the  placement  services  informed 
about  his  movements  and  status.  It  is  rather  unethical,  and 
poor  business,  too,  for  a  man  to  put  the  word  around  in  a  dozen 
or  more  quarters  that  he  is  available  and  then,  when  he  has 
discovered  and  accepted  the  most  desirable  offer,  to  keep  his 
new  appointment  a  dead  secret  from  the  very  friends  whose 
agency  secured  it  for  him.  Cases  are  far  too  frequent  where  a 
college  has  kept  active  for  several  years  the  name  of  a  desirable 
candidate,  constantly  submitting  it  to  inquirers,  while  all  the 
time  the  graduate  in  question  has  been  happily  employed  in 
a  job  he  had  never  reported  to  his  school.  The  temper  of 
community  theatre  selection  committees  is  not  improved  by 
having  to  waste  valuable  weeks  waiting  to  hear  from  well- 
recommended  men  who  are  no  longer  available.  Sometimes 
the  invitation  -mW  be  eventually  acknowledged  with  a  lofty 
sort  of  disdain— the  recipient  not  failing  to  mention  that  the 
committee's  letter  was  delayed  "owing  to  its  having  been  sent 
to  my  old  address,"  the  implication  being  clearly  that  either 
the  placement  service  or  the  theatre  group  should  have  made  it 
their  business  to  keep  informed  of  the  movements  of  celebri- 
ties. At  other  times  the  letter  will  arrive  on  time,  but  the 
recipient  will  be  too  busy,  or  too  important,  to  send  an  answer. 

After  one  or  two  such  happenings  any  community  group  vwll 
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be  inclined  to  decry  all  placement  services  as  unreliable  and 
make  their  choice  from  the  men,  perhaps  less  qualified,  who 
make  application  out  of  a  blue  sky,  rather  than  waste  time 
sifting  through  a  list  of  highly  recommended  candidates  who 
may  either  write  that  they  are  unavailable  or,  worse  still,  not 
write  at  all. 

The  responsibility  for  keeping  records  up  to  date  is  squarely 
up  to  the  individual.  He  has  everything  to  gain  by  being  quickly 
within  reach  when  the  ideal  job  comes  up,  and  he  alone  stands 
to  lose  by  neglect  of  his  obligation  to  report  his  position. 

After  discovering  a  vacancy  the  applicant  will  open  the  skir- 
mishes by  a  brief  application  indicating  his  availability  and 
enclosing  his  favorite  photograph.  He  may  wish  to  mention 
his  academic  qualifications  and  where  he  is  at  present  em- 
ployed. It  is  not  a  good  idea  to  fire  all  his  artillery  at  one  salvo; 
testimonials  and  press  material  (if  he  is  sentimental  enough  to 
have  preserved  it)  might  well  be  reserved  for  a  later  exchange 
of  shots.  A  good  brisk  correspondence,  once  it  has  been  estab- 
lished that  the  parties  to  the  prospective  contract  are  intrigued 
by  each  other,  is  inevitable  and  desirable,  but  a  personal  inter- 
view should  be  sought  without  delay.  Questions  of  policy  and 
procedure  are  very  difficult  to  discuss  by  correspondence.  They 
should  not  even  be  touched  on  until  after  the  director  and  his 
prospective  employers  have  met  face  to  face. 

To  enter  into  a  contract  for  personal  services  of  any  kind 
without  a  give-and-take  discussion  of  the  obligations  involved 
is  a  very  risky  proceeding.  Courtship  by  mail  has  never  been 
recommended  as  the  basis  for  the  ideal  marriage,  and  harmoni- 
ous relations  in  a  community  theatre  cannot  be  guaranteed  if 
the  contracting  parties  have  never  met  to  exchange  views.  An 
interview  is  the  only  satisfactory  culmination  of  the  opening 
skirmishes  effected  by  wire  or  mail,  by  telephone  or  by  ex- 
change of  photographs.  It  is  analogous  to  the  ceremony  of 
"meeting  the  folks"  in  that  each  side  is  on  its  best  behavior, 
anxious  to  please,  and  ready  to  overlook  small  faults  in  the 
general  betrothal  atmosphere  of  good  will  and  hopefulness. 
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Any  member  of  the  local  group  who  dared  to  voice  a  doubt  as 
to  the  applicant's  suitability  would  be  suppressed  as  vigorously 
as  would  the  grouchy  relative  who  objected  to  his  prospective 
nephew's  table  manners.  He  would  be  told  he  was  too  hard  to 
please,  just  as  Uncle  would  be  informed  that  times  had  changed 
and  perhaps  reminded  with  some  tartness  that  good  men  do 
not  grow  on  bushes.  Any  board  of  trustees  which  finds  itself 
in  the  happy  position  of  having  a  plethora  of  applications  from 
well-qualified  men  can  feel  assured  that  they  are  offering  an 
adequate  salary  and,  more  important  in  a  way,  that  their  group 
has  a  good  standing  in  the  professional  circles  where  such 
things  are  known. 

Some  few  theatre  groups  who  know  in  good  time  that  they 
will  have  a  vacancy  may  send  emissaries  to  the  city  where  the 
favored  applicant  holds  a  position,  with  the  idea  of  seeing  one 
of  his  productions.  The  delegation  will  meet  him,  discuss  his 
work  and  his  personality  with  the  people  around  the  theatre, 
and  then  report  back.  It  is  not  always  necessary  for  the  director 
to  have  made  application  as  long  as  it  is  known  he  desires  to 
make  a  change.  Whenever  a  director  can  be  viewed  in  action 
in  this  way,  both  he  and  his  prospective  trustees  are  on  fairly 
safe  ground. 

The  more  usual  practice  is  for  a  vacancy  to  become  known 
and  for  applicants  to  submit  their  credentials  by  mail.  With 
an  applicant  whose  record  indicates  his  superior  suitability  a 
correspondence  is  begun  and  some  details  are  discussed.  Even- 
tually an  invitation  to  visit  the  city  and  meet  the  governing 
body  is  extended  to  one  or  two  applicants.  Each  of  these  men 
will  have  read  carefully  the  correspondence  from  the  negotiat- 
ing committee.  He  will  have  decided  that  the  salary  offered  is 
sufficient  for  his  needs,  that  the  policy  briefly  outlined  will  af- 
ford him  freedom  of  expression  and  that,  in  short,  he  wants 
the  job. 

There  remains  the  necessary  precaution  of  assuring  himself 
that  the  people  he  will  have  to  work  with  will  be  sufficiently 
talented  to  help  him  do  good  work,  ambitious  for  their  group 
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and  their  community,  and  friendly  enough  to  make  hfe  pleas- 
ant and  to  encourage  a  long  stay  in  their  midst. 

From  the  trustees'  point  of  view  it  is  essential  that  they 
make  no  mistake  in  their  man.  They  are  looking  for  one  who 
will  bring  to  his  job  an  agreeable  personality,  the  ability  to 
make  volunteers  work  harmoniously  together,  and  the  highest 
possible  ideals  and  qualities  of  leadership.  Both  parties  to  the 
contract  are  aiming  high.  Let  us  see  what  happens. 

The  director  can  find  no  fault  with  the  initial  gestures  of 
hospitality.  Alexander  Dean  earned  the  gratitude  of  all  com- 
munity directors  when  he  recommended  a  warm  welcome  for 
the  professional  in  a  strange  city  and  argued  the  increased  effi- 
ciency which  could  be  expected  as  a  result  of  the  theatre 
leader  being  accorded  a  dignified  standing  in  the  community. 
In  the  days  when  his  book,  Little  Theatre  Organization  and 
Management,  was  written  that  advice  was  really  needed.  There 
were  many  prejudices  to  be  overcome  and  considerable  spade- 
work  was  necessary  to  build  up  the  civic  esteem  which  most 
directors  can  undoubtedly  command  today. 

Oliver  Hinsdell,  writing  Making  the  Little  Theatre  Pay, 
also  did  no  harm  when  he  drew  up  his  specimen  budget  in 
which  the  largest  single  item  was  a  salary  of  five  thousand  dol- 
lars for  the  director.  Even  if  few  of  us  ever  came  within  range 
of  that  figure  at  least  the  mere  suggestion  helped  to  raise  the 
.  sights  of  many  budget  committees,  particularly  in  the  days 
when  the  offer  of  a  few  hundred  dollars  to  a  high  school  dra- 
matics coach  for  conducting  evening  rehearsals  was  considered 
a  reckless  extravagance. 

The  trustees  and  their  friends  are  hospitable  but  they  are 
also  human,  and  it  is  a  most  endearing  trait  of  our  fallible 
humanity  that  we  are  always  anxious  to  put  the  best  face  on 
things.  On  the  occasion  of  the  director-apparent's  visit  all 
faces  will  be  shining  with  good  will.  The  grouches  and  the 
dissenters  will  be  kept  in  the  background  and  the  minority 
report  will  be  recorded  only  by  vague  implication.  Whether  at 
a  formal  reception,  a  heart-to-heart  talk  with  the  board  or 
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executive  committee,  a  tour  of  the  plant  and  the  city  with  a 
couple  of  board  members  who  have  time  to  spare,  or  "with 
a  little  group  for  cocktails,"  the  director  may  expect  to  find 
friendliness,  charm,  and  a  wealth  of  amusing  chatter. 

He  will  have  difficulty  in  keeping  his  head.  "This  is  wonder- 
ful, these  people  are  splendid,  they  are  selling  themselves  to 
me/ 1  must  have  made  a  good  impression  with  my  letters  and 
my  record,  and  that  note  from  old  Godwin  must  have  helped. 
Must  write  and  thank  him  when  I  get  settled  .  .  ."  And  so  on, 
ad  infinitum. 

Now  these  good  people,  his  hosts,  are  not  willfully  deceptive. 
They  really  are  charming,  and  as  individuals,  nice  to  know.  In 
the  case  of  some  of  them  there  is  a  desperate  need  to  justify 
themselves  for,  after  all,  the  director  who  has  just  resigned  on 
the  grounds  of  incompatibility  may  have  told  his  side  of  the 
story  and  warned  the  applicant  to  keep  his  eyes  open.  But  in 
the  main  it  is  no  more  than  a  genuine  desire  to  offer  a  welcome 
and  give  assurance  of  a  co-operative  spirit,  and  as  such  it  is  diffi- 
cult to  resist. 

It  is  especially  difficult  if  the  director's  economy  is  not,  shall 
we  say,  on  a  sound  basis  and  he  is  ready  to  jump  at  the  first 
oflFer  without  proper  knowledge  of  what  is  required  of  him.  A 
friend  of  mine  was  once  in  that  unhappy  condition  and  ac- 
cepted a  post  after  nothing  more  than  an  exchange  of  letters. 
He  met  his  trustees  for  the  first  time  after  journeying  halfway 
across  the  continent  to  assume  the  post. 

He  had  been  anxious  for  a  change  of  climate;  the  trustees 
had  had  good  reports  of  his  work  and  both  of  the  parties  to 
the  contract  apparently  shut  their  eyes  and  picked  blindly.  Of 
course,  everything  of  importance  had  either  been  omitted  or 
side-stepped  in  the  correspondence  and,  as  might  be  expected, 
differences  developed  almost  immediately.  The  board  of  trus- 
tees was  rather  dictatorial  and  so  was  my  friend.  When  the 
first  misconceptions  arose,  instead  of  making  allowances  for 
the  inadequacies  of  "courtship  by  mail,"  both  parties  accused 
each  other  of  misrepresentation.  While  the  director  was  at 
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fault  in  not  having  a  proper  understanding  of  his  duties,  the 
board  of  trustees  was  equally  ill  advised  to  entrust  their  plant, 
the  enthusiasm  of  their  volunteer  workers,  and  their  civic  repu- 
tation to  a  stranger  whom  they  knew  only  by  correspondence, 
and  to  one,  moreover,  as  in  this  case,  with  very  positive  views 
on  policy  and  procedure  which  did  not  at  all  accord  with  the 
established  practice  of  that  theatre. 

The  first  visit  by  the  applicant,  or  director-presumptive, 
should  not  lack  congeniality,  but  in  their  desire  to  appear 
friendly  and  co-operative  the  theatre  group  need  not  make  a 
love  feast  out  of  what  ought  to  be  an  occasion  for  critical  analy- 
sis. Generally  the  atmosphere  is  one  of  undiluted  good  humor 
and  no  one  wants  to  dispel  this  by  raising  controversial  issues. 
To  both  sides  this  may  prove  to  be  a  dangerous  form  of 
courtesy. 

It  is  much  more  practical  to  remember  that  the  director, 
however  "presumptive"  he  may  be,  has  not  yet  been  offered  a 
contract,  still  less  has  he  accepted  one.  Both  parties  are  still 
free,  although  the  applicant  is  entitled  to  feel  that  he  is,  by 
reason  of  being  invited  to  visit,  one  of  only  two  or  three  left  in 
the  running.  It  is  a  fortunate  situation  for  him  if  there  are  still 
other  candidates  being  considered,  as  this  means  that  the 
others  may  raise  the  same  issues  and  ask  the  same,  or  different 
questions.  If  they  ask  the  same  questions  the  trustees  will 
realize  the  importance  of  these  points;  if  they  ask  different 
ones  the  subjects  of  the  questions  may  be  referred  to  each 
applicant  for  his  opinion,  thereby  enlarging  the  scope  of  the 
discussions.  The  trustees  will  be  able  to  compare  their  findings 
and  make  a  much  more  informed  decision,  so  that  the  man 
who  is  finally  chosen  will  have  very  definite  assurance  that  his 
attitude  on  practically  every  conceivable  subject  has  been  thor- 
oughly reviewed  and  approved. 

From  the  standpoint  of  the  trustees  it  is  well  to  meet  per- 
sonally more  than  one  applicant.  Despite  good  letters,  a  good 
photograph,  and  flattering  recommendations,  an  application 
in  person  is  the  only  safe  basis  on  which  to  make  a  selection. 
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Therefore  let  the  interview  be  as  businesslike  an  affair  as 
possible.  Let  the  director  make  the  fullest  possible  inquiries. 
Let  the  trustees  do  the  same.  More  frankness  of  this  kind 
would  prevent  many  disappointments  later  on.  Too  many  ap- 
plicants are  fearful  of  creating  the  impression  that  they  are 
overcautious;  too  many  trustees  are  afraid  that  a  promising- 
looking  man  will  withdraw  in  the  face  of  too  many  inquiries 
about  his  experiences  in  a  former  position.  A  board  of  trustees, 
charged  with  the  duty  of  appointing  a  man  who  may  carry 
their  theatre  to  greater  heights  of  prestige,  or  wreck  it  beyond 
repair  by  wrong  methods,  is  entitled  to  ask  questions  that  may 
sometimes  be  brutally  frank. 

It  might  be  interesting  if  each  member  of  a  board  of  trustees 
about  to  interview  an  applicant  would  agree  to  be  responsible 
for  concentrating  upon  a  specific  question,  on  some  particular 
angle  of  theatre  policy.  One  would,  for  instance,  undertake  to 
probe  for  facts  about  the  director's  preference  in  plays  and  his 
relative  success  in  producing  various  types  of  play.  Another 
would  try  to  discover  how  systematically  he  conducted  his  re- 
hearsals, and  someone  else  might  discuss  the  vexed  question  of 
closed  or  open  rehearsals.  The  man's  general  ambitions,  his 
long-range  view  of  his  job,  his  attitude  towards  community 
service,  his  hobbies,  his  keenness  for  some  kind  of  sport,  all 
these  should  be  the  subject  of  earnest  inquiry.  Whether  he  is 
comfortable  as  a  public  speaker,  whether  he  prefers  to  address 
men  or  women,  or  both,  should  be  discovered.  Would  he  be 
happy  or  the  reverse  as  a  member  of  a  luncheon  club,  is  a 
point  frequently  overlooked.  All  these  questions  should  be 
asked  as  a  matter  of  course,  and  as  freely  answered. 

I  believe  that  when  an  applicant  became  aware— as  he  soon 
would— that  the  questioner  was  limiting  his  conversation  to  a 
specific  problem  and  earnestly  desiring  information  instead  of 
merely  making  agreeable  conversation,  his  answers  would  be 
quite  unequivocal.  With  the  present  practice  (that  is,  within 
my  experience)  of  cloaking  this  desire  for  information  under  a 
running  fire  of  small  talk,  and  having  six  or  eight  of  the  trustees 
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at  one  time  or  other  during  the  day  ask  nothing  more  pene- 
trating than  "Do  you  like  Noel  Coward?"  very  little  satisfac- 
tion accrues  to  either  party. 

Any  director  of  complete  integrity  will  do  his  best  to  state 
his  convictions  without  hedging,  but  when  questions  are  fired 
at  him  from  all  sides  without  any  ordered  plan,  and  frequently 
are  quite  as  incriminating  as  the  notorious  "Have  you  stopped 
beating  your  wife?"  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  collated  results 
of  the  investigation  will  show  many  discrepancies. 

This  confusion  is  made  vivid  to  me  by  recollection  of  the 
experience  of  a  fellow  director  who  last  year  accepted  a  new 
post  after  a  hectic  twenty-four  hours  of  interview  hospitality. 
He  had  tried  to  answer  the  hundreds  of  queries,  keep  his  head, 
and  proclaim  his  principles  without  any  hedging.  He  believed 
he  had  done  a  good  job,  but  was  quite  astounded  to  discover, 
after  assuming  his  new  post,  that  over  half  of  the  people  to 
whom  he  had  talked  understood  him  to  say  he  had  no  time 
for  Shakespeare,  about  twenty  percent  distinctly  recalled  him 
saying  he  would  do  Shakespeare  only  every  three  years,  and 
the  rest  were  perfectly  clear  in  their  remembrance  that  he 
would  like  to  open  each  season  with  an  Avon  classic.  He  re- 
signed in  midseason,  because  the  subject  of  Shakespeare  was 
not  the  only  one  on  which  his  views  were  not  clearly  under- 
stood. He  never  had  a  chance. 

Even  with  the  suggested  technique  of  specialized  question- 
ing, some  misconceptions  will  arise.  It  would  be  better  for  any 
applicant  to  answer  all  verbal  questions  truthfully,  with  no 
idea  of  placating  one  or  other  of  the  inquisitors,  and  then, 
before  accepting  a  contract,  sit  down  and  again  put  into  writing 
his  views  and  beliefs  in  the  light  of  the  new  and  obviously 
important  points  that  have  been  raised.  A  director  cannot  be 
all  things  to  all  men.  He  may  compromise  on  method  but  not 
on  principle,  and  everyone  should  know  just  how  he  stands 
before  he  starts  to  work. 

In  addition  to  the  trustees  there  will  be  a  number  of  other 
ardent  theatre  workers  to  whom  the  applicant  will  be  exposed 
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during  the  interview  visit.  From  these  unofficial  examiners,  too, 
will  come  questions,  and  if  the  applicant  is  more  than  usually 
personable  or  sympathetic  these  volatile  persons  will  make 
their  own  interpretations  of  his  expressed  views.  Also,  they  will 
volunteer  a  great  deal  of  information  for  his  benefit,  which 
may  turn  out  to  be  most  unreliable.  The  director  should  re- 
member that  the  trustees  are  the  people  in  whom  he  should 
place  credence  and  to  whom  his  views  should  be  made  clear. 
If  he  establishes  a  proper  understanding  with  the  responsible 
governing  body  he  may  expect  to  have  their  support  and  co- 
operation. 

I  would  not  for  the  world  propose  the  discontinuance  of  the 
program  of  gracious  functions  which  are  now  established  prac- 
tice with  most  theatres.  A  cordial  welcome,  both  for  the  inter- 
view and  for  the  actual  induction  into  office,  is  good  for  the 
self-respect  of  all  concerned.  If  a  director  has  left  a  post  where 
relations  have  become  strained  he  needs  to  bask  in  the  warmth 
of  a  friendly  greeting,  and  the  local  group  will  be  heartened  by 
the  praise  he  is  likely  to  bestow  quite  sincerely  on  their  city, 
their  plant,  and  their  personalities. 

But  the  principal  object  of  the  interview  is  an  interchange 
of  views  and  opinions,  the  asking  of  many  questions  and  the 
categorical  answers  made  to  them.  If  the  trustees  are  often  at 
fault  in  spending  too  much  time  dwelling  upon  the  beauties  of 
their  residential  sections,  the  director  is  more  often  to  blame 
for  sitting  back  exuding  charm  and  neglecting  to  mention  his 
ideals  and  principles,  his  enthusiasms  and  his  pet  peeves.  He, 
too,  should  be  asking  questions,  dozens  of  them,  and  he  should 
be  insisting  quite  politely  on  being  completely  answered. 

Conference  is  an  end  as  well  as  a  means.  It  is  the  meeting  of 
minds.  There  must  be  no  concealment,  no  evasion.  The  first 
meeting,  before  the  contract  is  proposed,  is  the  time  to  dis- 
cover differences  and  discuss  them  fully.  After  all,  they  may 
not  be  irreconcilable  and  courage  and  frankness  will  increase 
mutual  respect  and  pave  the  way  for  a  compromise  acceptable 
to  both  sides. 
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Very  few  theatres  have  a  policy  clearly  stated  and  carried 
out.  Most  of  them  are  incorporated,  and  their  charter  leads  off 
with  some  such  phrase  as:  "The  object  of  this  non-profit  corpo- 
ration shall  be  the  encouragement  of  dramatic  and  allied  arts 
and  the  production  of  such  plays  as  shall  contribute  to  the 
education  and  enjoyment  of  the  public."  Or:  "The  purposes 
of  this  association  shall  be  the  production  of  such  plays  as,  in 
the  opinion  of  the  duly-elected  board  of  trustees,  shall  meet 
with  public  approval  and  support." 

After  which,  as  the  law  demands,  they  proceed  to  record  the 
qualifications  for  membership  and  for  voting,  the  amount  of 
the  annual  dues,  and  the  responsibilities  of  the  various  com- 
mittees. The  law  requires  that  a  corporation  shall  state  its  aims 
and  objectives  as  succinctly  as  possible,  but  few  theatres  go 
beyond  that  legal  requirement  of  a  vague  statement  of  purpose. 
They  rarely  put  on  paper  any  statement  which  indicates  the 
goal  of  their  efforts  or  the  policy  by  which  they  hope  to 
achieve  it. 

The  reason  for  this  omission  may  be  that  they  prefer  to  be 
free  in  their  interpretation  of  their  duty  to  the  public,  or  pos- 
sibly that  they  feel  incapable  of  a  statement  with  so  positive  a 
ring  that  it  might  lead  to  dissension  within  themselves.  Vague 
generalities  seem  to  be  the  established  rule  and  these  do  per- 
mit a  freedom  of  action,  but  the  man  who  is  to  be  called  diiec- 
toi  and  held  responsible  for  the  execution  of  the  theatre's 
policy  must  have  a  clear  mandate.  Even  if  the  policy,  general 
or  specific,  may  vary  according  to  the  views  of  each  elected 
group— and  some  theatres  add  complications  by  changing 
officers  every  year— the  people  in  power  should  know  where 
they  are  heading  and  what  path  they  propose  to  take.  More- 
over they  should  be  prepared  to  go  on  record  to  that  effect. 

The  prospective  director  would  be  wise  to  start  asking  ques- 
tions—of members  of  the  board  of  trustees— as  he  alights  from 
the  train,  and  he  should  keep  his  inquiries  going  through  all 
the  parties,  luncheons,  and  receptions  which  his  hosts  have 
arranged.  At  the  same  time  he  himself  will  be  under  a  barrage 
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of  questions  and  if  his  views  are  positive  and  frankly  stated 
there  should  be  no  misapprehensions  on  either  side.  If  the 
director  has  his  wife  with  him,  so  much  the  better.  They  will 
be  able  to  confirm  each  other's  memory  of  the  interchange  of 
question  and  answer,  and  when  night  falls  on  the  exhausted 
couple  they  can  compare  notes  to  great  advantage. 

If  their  exhaustion  is  not  too  complete  they  would  be  well 
advised  to  make  a  written  record  of  the  information  they  have 
gained  and  given  in  return,  and  in  the  cold  light  of  the  follow- 
ing dawn,  or  reasonably  soon  after,  they  will  be  able  to  find  in 
their  notes  an  unimpeachable  record  from  which  to  make  judg- 
ment. Do  they  still  want  the  job,  or  should  they  suggest  that 
someone  else  be  considered? 

The  trustees  also  will  be  pooling  their  impressions  and  opin- 
ions, and  they  may  feel  sufficiently  impressed  to  offer  the  appli- 
cant a  contract  before  he  leaves  town.  Usually  they  prefer  to 
weigh  his  qualifications  against  those  of  others  they  have  met, 
and  act  only  after  due  deliberation.  The  same  caution  is  ad- 
vised for  the  director,  and  even  if  he  is  offered  the  contract  on 
the  spot,  he  would  be  within  his  rights  and  exercising  good 
judgment  if  he  asked  for  time  to  consider.  Contracts  are  much 
better  signed  at  home,  after  careful  perusal  and  calm  reflection, 
than  under  the  influence  of  charm,  bonhomie,  and  the  party 
spirit. 


CHAPTER    FOUR 
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THERE  IS  NO  SUCH  THING  AS  A   STANDARD   CONTRACT  FOR   THE 

engagement  of  community  theatre  directors.  This  is  probably 
because  every  theatre  group  beheves  that  its  situation  is  unique, 
that  its  pubhc  taste  differs  completely  from  that  of  any  other 
city  in  the  country,  and  that,  in  short,  it  has  evolved  the  ideal 
method  of  approach  to  its  problems. 

Unfortunately  this  is  very  near  the  truth,  and  an  attempt  to 
institute  a  standard  method  of  production  procedure  would 
be  disastrous.  The  director  must  remember  that  most  com- 
munity theatres,  w^hatever  their  size,  have  probably  enjoyed 
twenty  or  more  years  of  existence  and  have  therefore  learned 
their  lessons  the  hard  way.  They  have  discovered  by  trial  and 
enor  the  workable  methods  and  discarded  the  unworkable 
ones,  and  they  are  reasonably  entitled  to  expect  that  their  new 
director  will  conform  to  their  findings. 

The  nearest  to  an  ideal  form  of  contract  was  drawn  up  nearly 
ten  years  ago  by  Carl  Click  and  Albert  McCleery  and  appears 
in  their  book.  Curtains  Going  Up.  Admittedly  it  is  one  written 
by  two  directors  v^dth  the  best  interests  of  their  professional 
colleagues  in  mind,  but  it  affords  ample  protection  to  both 
parties  to  the  agreement.  It  is  recommended  reading  for  both 
director  and  trustees,  who  should  modify  its  clauses  in  the  light 
of  local  conditions  and  remember  that  several  years  have  passed 
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since  it  was  drawn  up.  Each  of  the  contracting  parties  should 
by  now  have  some  modifications  to  suggest  as  a  result  of  ex- 
perience, but  the  Glick-McCleery  specimen  covers  the  major 
points  on  which  an  understanding  is  necessary. 

In  the  foregoing  chapter,  I  have  laid  some  stress  upon  the 
need  for  a  statement  of  the  theatre's  policy.  No  actual  reference 
to  this  may  appear  in  the  contract  beyond,  perhaps,  a  clause  to 
the  effect  that  the  director  understands  the  aims  and  purposes 
of  the  organization,  has  familiarized  himself  with  the  bylaws 
detailing  how  these  purposes  are  to  be  achieved,  and  agrees  to 
conduct  himself  in  accordance  with  the  same.  It  may  have  a 
pompous  sound,  but  it  is  a  fair  demand  for  the  theatre  to  make 
of  its  director. 

Whether  or  not  included  in  the  actual  contract,  there  should 
be  a  clear  and  comprehensive  statement  of  policy  drawn  up 
by  the  governing  body  and  available  to  the  director  before  he 
accepts  the  contract.  He  should  be  able  wholeheartedly  to 
subscribe  to  all  its  clauses  and  conditions,  or  by  the  exercise  of 
his  skill  in  conference  obtain  such  modifications  as  he  believes 
essential  to  a  proper  working  agreement.  Unless  he  arrives  at 
this  complete  understanding,  he  should  not  sign  a  contract;  if 
he  feels  he  can  only  accept  the  contract  with  mental  reserva- 
tions, he  must  not  sign. 

The  general  requirements  of  the  contract  will  vary  according 
to  the  particular  type  of  theatre.  The  nonprofessional  theatres 
fall  roughly  under  four  headings  which  cannot  be  distinguished 
by  the  title  which  the  group  uses;  the  nomenclature  of  these 
bodies  is  quite  arbitrary  and  gives  no  clue  to  their  plan  of 
operation.  They  will  include:  Community  Theatre,  Commu- 
nity Players,  Little  Theatre,  Civic  Players,  Civic  Playhouse, 

Playhouse,  Civic  Repertory,  or  even  just  The Theatre. 

The  charter  itself  may  tell  nothing  and  the  trustees  may  not 
be  able  to  tell  with  certainty  into  which  distinctive  category 
their  group  should  be  placed.  Nevertheless,  if  the  questioning 
recommended  in  the  foregoing  chapter  has  been  thorough  it 
will  also  have  been  revealing,  and  the  director  will  have  re- 
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ceived  certain  signals  which  if  properly  interpreted  should  en- 
able him  to  place  the  theatre  policy  with  some  accuracy. 

First,  and  most  common  of  all,  is  the  "theatre  for  the  com- 
munity." Groups  of  this  type  will  aim  at  interesting  the  greatest 
possible  number  of  participants.  They  will  want  large  casts 
whenever  feasible,  plays  of  pageant  dimensions,  and  commit- 
tees of  unwieldy  size.  Their  play  programs  will  contain  literally 
hundreds  of  names:  production  workers,  ticket  sellers  and 
ticket  takers,  coffee  pourers  and  those  (all  of  them)  from 
whom  the  rubber  plant  used  in  Act  II  and  the  bric-a-brac  in 
Act  III  were  borrowed.  They  will  demand  plenty  of  new  faces 
in  each  of  the  casts  and  that  no  player  be  used  more  than  once 
a  season  so  as  to  give  others  a  chance  to  participate.  They  may 
have  a  casting  committee  to  choose  the  players,  a  play  selec- 
tion committee  to  decide  on  the  plays,  and  even  if  the  pro- 
ductions do  fall  short  of  a  high  standard  everyone  around  the 
theatre  will  have  had  a  good  time.  The  accent  will  be  on  self- 
expression,  on  offering  the  opportunity  for  participation  to  the 
widest  possible  circle  of  the  citizenry.  This  type  of  theatre 
flourishes  most  satisfactorily  in  the  cities  of  from  25  to  100 
thousand  population. 

The  second  group  might  be  called  "the  theatre  for  the 
drama,"  or  the  semiprofessional  type.  This  flowers  to  best  ad- 
vantage in  cities  above  the  100  thousand  mark.  It  usually  has 
the  responsibility  of  augmenting  the  downtown  theatre  pro- 
gram which  provides  some  few  good  road  shows,  and  therefore 
can  select  its  repertory  from  other  than  current  Broadway 
pieces.  It  can  even  do  Shakespeare  or  Shaw  on  occasion. 

This  second  type  of  playhouse  has  a  professional  flavor  in 
that  the  real  work  on  production  is  often  done  by  a  staff  of 
serious  volunteers  who  are  only  faintly  intrigued  by  the  sight 
of  their  names  in  the  program  or  the  newspapers.  On  the  part 
of  both  actors  and  backstage  workers  there  is  a  genuine  devo- 
tion to  their  avocation.  The  group  will  possibly  contain  some 
nonprofessional  players  of  distinction,  and  if  their  time  permits 
them  to  do  so,  they  will  play  as  often  as  the  director's  views  on 
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casting  require  their  services.  The  principal  consideration  of 
such  a  theatre  group  will  be  a  high  standard  of  production  and 
the  consequent  satisfaction  of  the  audience. 

In  the  rural  areas,  or  in  communities  smaller  than  those 
served  by  these  two  types  of  theatre,  the  policy  of  "wide  par- 
ticipation" is  the  rule.  Again  the  accent  is  on  numbers  taking 
part,  but  as  players  and  workers  may  not  be  so  numerous  as  in 
the  larger  groups,  a  good  and  willing  actor  may  appear  in  every 
play  and  the  same  faithful  curtain-puller  may  haul  on  the  rope 
every  night  of  the  season.  The  audience  will  receive  some  con- 
sideration, but  as  the  community  is  a  small  one  there  will  be  a 
fine  large-minded  attitude  of  live-and-let-live.  No  brickbats  will 
be  thrown,  the  attitude  of  the  audience  being  one  of  gratitude 
for  a  show  of  any  kind,  and  the  players  will  enjoy  the  satisfac- 
tion of  performing  to  hearty,  good-neighborly  applause.  There 
will  be  few  jealousies,  little  backbiting  and  no  cliques.  Groups 
of  this  kind  are  likely  to  make  up  in  congeniality  and  com- 
munity spirit  what  they  may  lack  in  art. 

The  fourth  species  is  the  "pseudo-metropolitan."  Around 
this  theatre  no  one  will  want  to  do  very  much  work,  even  in 
return  for  publicity,  but  everybody  will  expect  it  to  be  done 
somehow.  The  budget  may  provide  the  director  with  a  small 
paid  staff  consisting  of  a  technician-designer,  a  secretary,  and  a 
wardrobe  mistress,  as  well  as  a  janitor  who  may  be  coached  to 
double  as  extra  carpenter.  The  director  may  be  able  to  organize 
his  productions  pretty  much  as  he  chooses  as  long  as  the  results 
are  good.  The  audience  will  be  much  more  exacting  than  in 
any  of  the  other  types,  being  drawn  from  a  population  of  a 
quarter-million  or  more.  They  want  their  theatre  not  only  "as 
good  as  Broadway"  but  better,  and  they  proclaim  their  sophisti- 
cation by  demanding  bricks  without  straw  and  then  complain- 
ing about  the  color  of  the  product.  To  admit  they  were  amused, 
thrilled,  delighted,  or  even  faintly  entertained  would  be  to 
deny  their  metropolitan  outlook.  They  knock,  and  they  knock, 
but  they  do  keep  on  coming;  perhaps  just  in  order  to  have 
something  to  knock.  And  the  director,  if  he  can  keep  his 
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equanimity,  continues  to  produce  the  plays  of  his  own  choice 
to  the  best  of  his  abihty.  In  cases  hke  this  the  director  is  the 
chief  one  to  enjoy  self-expression,  and  provided  the  audiences 
continue  to  come,  even  to  scoff,  he  can  keep  on  for  a  long 
time.  His  actors,  hov\^ever,  might  prefer  a  little  more  applause. 

I  have  sketched  these  four  types  in  deliberately  broad  strokes. 
Naturally  they  are  not  always  as  clearly  defined  as  in  these 
examples  and  the  prospective  director  may  have  to  peer  very 
closely  to  detect  microscopic  variations.  It  is  important  that  he 
be  satisfied  as  to  the  general  type  of  his  new  theatre,  because  he 
cannot— his  training  and  his  experience  being  what  they  are— 
carry  out  his  obligations  faithfully  unless  he  is  sympathetic  to 
the  expressed  policy  and  the  established  practice  of  the  group. 
For  the  trustees  it  is  vital  that  they  engage  a  man  who  has 
either  worked  before  under  similar  conditions  or  one  who, 
after  having  directed  a  group  with  a  different  policy,  now  de- 
sires, truly  and  honestly,  to  work  under  a  change  of  conditions. 

Something  of  these  general  aims  should  be  stated,  if  not  in 
the  bylaws,  at  least  in  a  few  crystal-clear  sentences  in  the  letter 
or  more  formal  contract  which  he  is  asked  to  sign.  If  after  start- 
ing work  his  operations  seem  to  be  at  variance  with  these  in- 
structions, he  should  be  invited  to  a  closed  session  of  the  Board 
and  his  actions  there  called  into  question.  A  frank  discussion 
of  the  departure  from  policy  should  quickly  clear  the  air.  If  it 
does  not,  then  both  parties  would  know  where  they  stand  and 
an  amicable  parting  of  the  ways  could  be  planned  for  the  end 
of  the  season. 

There  is  nothing  very  revolutionary  about  this  suggestion, 
but  in  spite  of  its  simplicity  it  is  seldom  utilized.  Far  more 
frequently  a  "situation"  is  allowed  to  develop,  with  the  director 
nursing  a  grievance  and  perhaps  farming  it  out  among  his  in- 
timates for  further  nourishment,  and  the  individual  members 
of  the  board  gleaning  gossip  from  anyone  who  will  talk.  The 
result  of  all  this  hole-and-corner  work  is  that  the  case  has  been 
decided,  sentence  passed,  and  a  breach  created  that  no  amount 
of  later  diplomacy  will  heal. 
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It  is  impossible  to  foresee  every  eventuality,  and  when  a 
contract  is  discussed  neither  party  wishes  to  pollute  the 
friendly  atmosphere  by  the  suggestion  that  any  trouble  may 
possibly  arise.  (Incidentally,  the  same  refusal  to  be  realistic  is 
the  cause  of  so  many  married  people  dying  intestate.)  It  is 
difficult  but  definitely  necessary  to  take  preventive  measures 
against  possible  trouble  by  frank  question  and  answer,  and 
then  to  embody  in  the  contract  some  clause  which  will  make 
the  settlement  of  differences  easy,  painless,  and  honorable  to 
both  sides. 

All  directors,  and  all  trustees,  too,  should  read  the  Glick- 
McCleery  contract.  As  the  authors  themselves  say  of  it:  "This 
is  a  good  contract.  If  you  are  a  director,  just  graduated  from 
Drama  School,  and  get  a  contract  like  this— sign  it!" 

In  spite  of  the  implied  bias  in  favor  of  the  director,  there  is 
nothing  in  the  document  which  takes  advantage  of  the  trus- 
tees. There  are,  however,  some  debatable  clauses  from  the 
latter's  point  of  view.  These  concern  the  powers  of  the  director 
with  regard  to  the  selection  of  plays  and  casts.  These  problems 
have  been  the  rocks  on  which  many  director-trustee  relation- 
ships have  split. 

The  practice  regarding  play  selection  roughly  follows  the  pat- 
tern of  the  four  types  of  theatre  mentioned  earlier  in  this  chap- 
ter. The  metropolitan  type  of  theatre  will  most  probably  give 
the  director  a  free  hand.  The  second  group,  the  "theatre  for 
the  drama,"  will  possibly  have  a  play-reading  committee  which 
acts  in  concert  with  the  director.  The  groups  which  base  their 
policy  upon  wide  participation,  both  the  urban  and  the  rural 
types,  will  certainly  have  a  play-selection  committee,  and  in 
some  cases  the  director  is  not  even  a  member.  This  is  an  obvi- 
ously unsatisfactory  arrangement  from  the  director's  point  of 
view  and  if  the  plays  are  selected  by  committee  vote  he  should 
at  least  have  a  voice  in  the  decisions. 

Some  few  directors  in  each  of  these  types  of  theatre  are 
known  to  have  a  completely  free  hand  in  the  choice  of  plays. 
This  may  not  be  so  advantageous  as  it  would  appear,  for  the 
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director  may  receive  very  little  credit  for  a  wise  choice  but  he 
may  take  a  frightful  beating  for  an  unfortunate  selection.  If  it 
is  his  first  season,  in  particular,  he  will  be  wise  to  enlist  and 
welcome  the  advice  of  the  local  committee  about  the  limita- 
tions of  audience  taste  and  acting  material.  There  is  no  par- 
ticular virtue  in  being  the  lone  scapegoat. 

On  the  subject  of  casting,  the  contract  should  specify  that 
the  director,  and  the  director  alone,  is  to  select  the  players 
for  the  parts.  However  much  he  may  prefer  to  rely  upon  local 
help  in  choosing  the  play,  the  professional  is  the  only  person 
equipped  by  training  and  experience  to  select  the  players.  Any 
arrangement  which  takes  from  him  this  privilege  and  responsi- 
bility is  calculated  to  reduce  his  efficiency  and  lower  his  stand- 
ards. The  contract  should  make  it  clear  that  he  has  a  free  hand 
in  this  matter,  however  much  he  may  be  restricted  in  others. 

We  will  assume  that  the  salary  is  going  to  be  adequate,  and 
properly  guaranteed.  Most  groups  are  anxious  that  their  di- 
rector live  in  a  good  section  of  the  city  and  be  able  to  entertain 
on  occasion,  and  most  of  them  will  give  help  in  the  search  for 
the  right  place.  Although  the  contract  can  hardly  be  expected 
to  include  a  guarantee  of  desirable  housing,  some  assurance 
that  the  director  will  have  assistance  in  finding  the  right  place 
might  well  be  requested. 

The  manner  in  which  the  compensation  is  to  be  paid  might 
be  worth  discussing  fully.  Most  theatres  will  offer  a  fixed  sum, 
payable  monthly  or  even  semimonthly,  over  a  space  of  nine 
months.  Some  are  willing  to  add  the  promise  of  a  bonus  or  a 
percentage  in  order  to  secure  the  services  of  an  exceptionally 
able  man  or  to  reward  a  director  of  several  years  service. 

There  are  two  principal  ways  to  calculate  the  earning  of  the 
percentage;  it  may  be  either  on  the  net  operating  profit  (i.e., 
all  income  less  all  expenses)  or  it  may  be  on  the  gross  income 
only.  There  are  some  disadvantages  to  both  plans.  If  the  di- 
rector is  working  on  the  net  arrangement  he  may  be  tempted 
to  cut  down  his  production  expenses  and  otherwise  overdo  the 
virtue  of  thrift  so  as  to  increase  his  share.  If  he  works  on  the 
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gross  plan  he  may  be  overzealous  for  the  box  ofiSce  and 
squander  production  money  because  none  of  those  expendi- 
tures come  out  of  his  pocket.  He  may  be  virtuous  and  do 
neither  of  these  things,  but  still  be  suspected  of  doing  so.  If 
any  detractor  therefore  wishes  to  make  capital  out  of  such 
suspicions  a  lot  of  harm  may  result. 

The  safest  way  to  forestall  carping  criticism  on  any  salary 
arrangement  is  to  have  a  proper  understanding,  written  into 
the  contract,  about  the  operating  budget.  All  expenditures  con- 
nected with  production  should  be  under  the  sole  control  of 
the  director.  He  should  propose  a  budget  for  the  acceptance 
of  the  Finance  Committee,  and  once  it  is  approved  he  should 
so  plan  his  expenditures  as  to  come  out  just  on  the  right  side. 
To  be  too  economical  is  no  virtue.  It  may  impair  the  quality 
of  the  productions  and  is  almost  certain  to  result  in  a  reduc- 
tion of  the  amount  budgeted  for  the  foUov^dng  season.  And  to 
exceed  the  budget  is  to  lessen  the  respect  of  the  board  for  the 
director's  abilities  as  a  manager. 

It  is  a  mistake  to  economize  on  necessities  such  as  paint, 
hardware,  and  small  tools  so  as  to  purchase  more  expensive 
items  of  permanent  equipment.  My  own  experience  has  been 
that  when  the  opportunity  occurs  to  buy  some  extra  lighting, 
some  bargain  in  furniture,  or  some  useful  costumes  it  is  better 
to  place  the  request  for  the  necessary  funds  squarely  before 
the  board  and  ask  for  authority  to  make  the  purchase.  Such 
items,  which  are  not  expendables  like  paint,  muslin,  and  nails, 
are  legitimate  capital  expenditures  and  will  be  regarded  as  such 
by  the  business  men  on  the  board. 

Expenditures  other  than  on  actual  production,  such  as  mem- 
bership campaign  expenses,  additional  furnishings  for  the  front 
of  the  house,  box-office  salaries,  landscaping  of  the  grounds, 
and  so  on,  cannot  very  well  be  controlled  by  the  director,  but 
there  should  be  a  clause  in  the  agreement  limiting  the  amounts 
which  may  be  spent  on  such  items.  An  actual  experience  may 
serve  to  illustrate  this  point. 

One  of  my  colleagues  had  completed  his  first  season  on 


42  Encores  on  Main  Street 

what  he  regarded  as  a  very  inadequate  salary.  The  trustees  re- 
fused to  increase  his  guarantee  for  the  second  year,  but  pro- 
posed an  arrangement  which  they  felt  would  properly  reflect 
the  results  of  his  work.  It  was  a  very  fair  contract,  calling  for 
him  to  share  in  the  increase  of  membership  over  the  figures  for 
his  first  season.  Further,  he  was  to  participate  in  the  net  result 
of  operations  on  quite  a  generous  scale.  His  budget  was  ample 
and  he  felt  confident  of  being  able  to  mount  the  productions 
quite  richly  and  still  come  out  on  the  right  side. 

After  half  the  season  was  over  both  the  membership  and  the 
box-office  income  showed  a  large  increase,  with  the  budget  so 
far  not  half  expended.  The  director  began  to  see  visions  of  a 
large  bonus  almost  the  size  of  the  original  guarantee.  But  he 
reckoned  without  the  newly  appointed  president,  who  was 
anxious  to  make  a  good  showing  for  the  theatre  and  made  no 
secret  of  his  intention  of  "running  the  theatre  at  a  profit."  This 
individual  suddenly  discovered  that  there  were  a  number  of 
building  alterations  which  must  be  attended  to  without  de- 
lay; also  that  the  very  large  dinner  usually  given  to  the  mem- 
bership workers  at  the  end  of  the  fall  campaign  would  be  more 
fittingly  staged  before  the  current  season  ended.  All  these  quite 
considerable  expenditures  would  of  course  be  paid  out  of  this 
season's  income  and  charged  to  the  production  budget.  The 
president  was  on  the  point  of  railroading  the  proposal  when 
the  treasurer  quietly  reminded  the  board  that  they  had  a  con- 
tract with  their  director  which  would  be  vitally  affected  by  this 
orgy  of  spending.  It  took  no  more  than  a  minute  for  the  build- 
ing alterations  to  be  forgotten  and  a  motion  to  adjourn  was 
carried  unanimously.  Everyone,  with  the  possible  exception  of 
the  president,  felt  a  little  embarrassed  at  having  come  so  near 
to  an  act  of  injustice. 

Several  members  of  the  board  of  trustees  went  out  of  their 
way  to  tell  my  friend  what  had  happened  and  to  offer  a  form  of 
apology  for  having  overlooked  the  possible  outcome  of  their 
forgetfulness.  The  treasurer  was  watchful  and  conscientious 
about  his  job  and  he  knew,  also,  that  the  president  had  no 
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particular  love  for  the  director  and  would  not  go  out  of  his  way 
to  protect  the  latter's  interest  in  the  contract.  The  director  him- 
self had  not  been  present  at  the  meeting.  His  agreement  did 
not  specifically  call  for  attendance  at  board  meetings  and  this 
one  was  held  without  his  knowledge  that  anything  but  routine 
matters  were  to  be  discussed. 

The  director  of  any  community  enterprise  should  be  required 
to  attend  all  meetings  of  the  trustees  because  he  can  immedi- 
ately supply  any  desired  information  and  at  the  same  time  pro- 
tect his  own  interests,  whether  in  working  conditions  or 
financial  arrangements,  by  applying  his  expert  knowledge  to 
proposals  he  can  show  to  be  impractical.  He  has  his  finger  on 
every  detail  of  the  workings  of  the  enterprise,  can  report  on 
progress  up  to  the  last  minute,  and  is  in  a  position  to  propose 
practical  solutions  to  any  questions  that  arise.  On  the  other 
hand,  each  member  of  the  board  of  trustees  may  have  a  dozen 
or  more  other  organizational  meetings  to  attend  each  month 
and,  with  all  due  respect  to  their  powers  of  recollection,  they 
cannot  be  expected  to  carry  details  in  their  heads  without  some 
prompting.  In  the  case  of  my  friend's  experience  with  his  bonus 
arrangement,  a  wary  treasurer  supplied  the  reminder,  other- 
wise the  other  members  of  the  board  might  have  completely 
overlooked  the  matter  of  the  contract. 

The  trustees  should  reserve  the  right  to  hold  one  meeting 
towards  the  end  of  the  season  at  which,  in  the  director's  ab- 
sence, his  achievements  are  reviewed  and  the  question  of  his 
re-engagement  discussed,  but  at  all  other  meetings  their  best 
interests  require  the  presence  of  the  man  who  has  been  en- 
trusted with  the  destinies  of  the  organization  and  who  should 
alone  be  able  to  report  frankly  and  completely  upon  every 
phase  of  the  theatre's  activities.  Any  board  which  makes  a 
practice  of  meeting  behind  closed  doors  and  relies  upon 
secondhand  information  for  a  report  on  the  principal  business 
of  the  theatre  is  working  in  the  dark;  moreover,  it  is  failing  in 
its  responsibility  to  the  membership.  Even  if  the  principal  item 
of  every  agenda  may  be  an  inquiry  into  the  misconduct  and 
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inefficiency  of  the  director,  this  is  better  than  the  secret  con- 
clave and  the  rumor  session. 

In  the  final  analysis,  no  contract  is  worth  more  than  the  good 
faith  of  the  men  who  make  it.  It  is  no  more  than  a  transcript 
of  a  verbal  agreement,  put  on  paper  to  refresh  the  memory 
rather  than  to  embarrass  the  signatories  by  a  legal  quibble. 
The  trustees  are  entitled  to  know  how  the  director  prefers  to 
work  because  in  that  way  he  will  be  most  efficient;  the  director 
has  to  know  exactly  what  is  expected  of  him.  The  compromise, 
arrived  at  with  honor  on  both  sides,  is  the  contract.  Whether 
it  takes  the  form  of  a  brief  letter  or  a  complicated  whereas- 
and-whereunto,  it  serves  to  record  the  satisfaction  with  which 
both  parties  agree  to  enter  upon  their  new  relationship. 


CHAPTER    FIVE 
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EVERY  BUSINESS  CONCERN  OF  ANY  IMPORTANCE  MAKES  USE  OF  A 

chart  which  defines  the  duties  and  interrelationships  of  its  em- 
ployees. This  diagram  is  intended  to  show  the  delegation  of 
authority  from  the  shareholders  through  the  board  of  directors 
down  to  the  youngest  office  boy.  It  is  the  operating  plan, 
referred  to  constantly,  susceptible  to  some  modifications  from 
time  to  time,  but  always  prominently  displayed,  clearly  com- 
prehended, and  followed  religiously  by  all  those  whose  duties 
it  illustrates. 

Many  community  theatres  make  use  of  a  plan  of  this  kind; 
many  more  should  do  so  and  thereby  avoid  the  frequent  con- 
flicts of  authority  and  overlapping  of  duties  which  are  bound 
to  arise  from  a  blind  trust  in  the  value  of  improvisation.  The 
objection  frequently  heard  is  that  a  blueprint  which  lays  down 
rules  and  regulations  is  a  particularly  nauseous  form  of  regi- 
mentation; the  volunteers  declare  they  have  enough  of  that 
type  of  dictatorship  in  their  offices,  their  factories,  and  their 
stores.  They  share  the  universal  hatred  of  regimentation,  they 
dislike  being  pushed  around,  they  come  to  the  theatre  in  the 
evenings  to  escape  from  directives  and  surveillance  of  all  kinds. 

If  they  really  feel  as  anarchistic  as  that,  they  should  try  to 
discover  some  more  individual  type  of  avocation,  for  the  theatre 
is  nothing  if  not  a  highly  organized  piece  of  mechanism  which 
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depends  for  its  smooth  running  upon  discipline  of  the  most 
rigid  type.  The  theatre  is  one  of  the  few  workable  autocracies 
left  in  modern  society.  A  symphony  orchestra  is  perhaps  the 
supreme  example,  with  the  conductor's  baton  the  most  potent 
of  all  scepters.  While  no  theatre  director  would  covet  the  ab- 
solute powers  of  a  Stokowski  or  a  Toscanini,  he  does  have  to 
accept  responsibility  for  the  integration  of  the  various  elements 
and  instruments  of  his  production  and  must  be  prepared  to 
accept  the  blame  for  any  failure  of  the  concerted  effort. 

A  symphony  cannot  be  played  by  a  hundred  musicians  with 
as  many  varying  ideas  of  tempo,  and  possibly  even  of  volume 
and  pitch,  and  a  play  cannot  be  produced  as  a  round-table 
adventure,  an  opportunity  for  undisciplined  self-expression  or 
as  a  free-for-all  of  improvisation, 

Harley  Granville-Barker  in  Tht  Use  oi  the  Drama,  says:  "A 
single  voice,  quieting  all  others— a  single  governing  idea— the 
director  speaks  for  the  author"— for  the  author,  not  for  him- 
self; for  the  play,  not  for  the  production. 

Barker  was  a  rigid  and  imperturbable  disciplinarian  in  the 
theatre,  encased,  as  Nigel  Playfair  has  put  it,  "in  steel  plated 
armor  against  impertinence,"  but  he  never  regarded  himself  as 
a  creator,  merely  as  an  interpreter.  In  the  same  spirit  does  Tos- 
canini approach  the  performance  of  a  Beethoven  symphony, 
reverently,  not  with  the  idea  of  steeping  his  rendition  in  a 
personal  and  individual  coloring,  but  merely  enriching  the 
beauty  of  the  original  hues.  The  interpreter  as  well  as  the 
creator  is  entitled  to  the  rank  of  artist.  What  sometimes  ap- 
pears as  despotism  is  no  more  than  a  proper  appreciation  of  his 
own  powers  and  evidence  of  his  single-minded  devotion  to  the 
writer  or  composer  from  whom  he  draws  inspiration.  His  in- 
sistence that  his  shall  be  the  "single  voice,  quieting  all  others" 
is  not  a  pronouncement  of  omniscience,  but  the  credo  of  a 
self-respecting  craftsman  with  no  false  modesty  regarding  his 
ability  to  produce  a  properly  unified  interpretation  of  the  work 
of  the  creative  artist. 

In  pronounced  contrast  to  this  type  of  well-qualified  inter- 
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preter  is  the  virtuoso  director.  Great  as  was  his  ability  to  or- 
ganize spectacle  and  train  actors,  the  late  Max  Reinhardt  was 
a  virtuoso  who  saw  himself  as  the  creative  artist  and  did  not 
hesitate  to  brush  the  author  to  one  side  if  the  original  meaning 
of  the  play  stood  in  the  way  of  some  flamboyant  piece  of  stage 
magic  that  could  be  effectively  employed.  In  the  wake  of  Rein- 
hardt came  his  imitators,  despots  without  his  artistry,  tyrants 
without  his  genius,  all  of  them  regarding  the  script  as  a  peg 
on  which  to  hang  their  Joseph's  coat  of  theatrical  tricks.  To 
such  virtuosi  the  meaning  of  the  play  is  secondary  to  the  im- 
portance of  their  personal  legerdemain.  Their  names  are  pro- 
grammed in  larger  type  than  the  actor's;  they  take  the  cash, 
and  the  credit  too. 

This  genus  of  theatre  magician  does  not  thrive  in  the  com- 
munity enterprises;  there  are  other  fields  in  which  his  talents 
find  wider  expression.  The  community  leader  prefers  to  regard 
himself  as  the  faithful  interpreter  instead  of  the  creative 
genius,  and  in  the  light  of  my  knowledge  of  the  prominent 
men  in  this  field  I  can  safely  assert  that  they  conceive  of  them- 
selves as  just  that,  and  no  more.  In  many  cases  their  rather 
self-effacing  approach  to  the  script  is  misinterpreted  and  they 
are  charged  with  a  lack  of  creative  ability  because  of  their  hon- 
esty and  anxiety  to  deal  justly  with  the  author. 

Whatever  his  approach,  whether  as  the  author's  mouthpiece 
or  as  a  partner  with  a  controlling  interest  in  the  enterprise,  the 
director  will  demand  a  free  hand  in  the  carrying  out  of  his  con- 
ception. He  may  defer  to  the  author,  but  he  cannot  defer  to  a 
host  of  well-meaning  coadjutors  brimming  over  with  helpful 
suggestions  and  with  conflicting  ideas  for  carrying  them  out. 
In  any  plan  of  organization  the  director  must  occupy  the  chair, 
must  sit  at  the  nerve  center  controlling  the  system  of  inter- 
communication between  the  co-operating  elements,  must  dele- 
gate authority  and  assume  responsibility,  must  set  the  pace  and 
guide  the  course.  He  is  the  captain  of  the  ship. 

Instead  of  viewing  him  as  some  kind  of  despot  (benevolent 
or  othervwse)  the  timorous  trustees  who  are  confronted  with  a 
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director's  request  for  adequate  control  of  authority  would  be 
wise  to  regard  him  as  shipowners  are  compelled  to  regard  the 
captains  whom  they  entrust  with  the  care  and  safety  of  their 
vessels.  The  owners  cannot  voyage  themselves  with  every 
cargo;  they  select  their  skipper,  vest  him  with  authority  and 
then  remain  on  shore,  warm,  dry,  and  reasonably  confident  of 
the  outcome.  The  analogy  cannot  be  carried  too  far,  because 
while  it  is  not  practical  for  steamship  trustees  to  undertake 
long  voyages  it  is  the  simplest  thing  in  the  world  for  trustees 
of  dry-land  enterprises  to  run  around  the  corner  to  see  what 
is  going  on,  to  ask  awkward  questions  and  to  offer  helpful  sug- 
gestions, and  to  have  anxieties,  qualms,  and  scruples  about  the 
conduct  of  affairs  as  they  see  them.  These  fearful  souls  who 
see  in  a  theatre  director's  demand  for  the  necessary  authority 
an  attempt  at  self-aggrandizement  and  a  denial  of  democratic 
principles  would  do  well  to  ponder  the  words  of  Stark  Young 
in  Theatre  Practice: 

"In  our  American  theatre  the  director  is  the  man  with  the  script 
in  his  hand  who  stands  behind  the  whole  performance  of  the  play, 
who,  in  varying  degrees,  prescribes  what  the  interpretation  shall 
be,  what  the  actors  shall  do,  and  trains  them  how  to  do  it.  He  is 
the  maestro,  the  coach,  the  general  behind  the  rehearsals. 

"The  director  is  the  artist  who  takes  the  drama  as  it  is  put  into 
his  hands  and  labors  to  re-create  it  in  his  own  technical  terms.  And 
the  drama,  when  it  is  re-created  into  those  terms,  becomes  theatre 
and  something  that  is  diflferent  from  what  it  was  before.  Directing 
is  an  art,  or  it  is  nothing." 

This  is  not  the  apologia  of  an  autocrat,  but  a  cautious  esti- 
mate of  the  dramatic  interpreter's  position  by  a  man  who  is 
regarded  as  the  most  scholarly  theatre  critic  in  America. 

Everything  in  the  above  passage  points  to  the  director  as  the 
final  arbiter  of  the  destinies  of  the  produced  play.  The  author 
has  created,  the  director  will  re-create.  Each  production  is  a 
complete  entity,  and  in  order  to  produce  a  homogeneous  re- 
sult the  element  of  autocratic  authority  must  be  introduced. 
The  director  must  possess  an  organization  properly  developed 
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to  insure  the  swift  and  harmonious  carrying  out  of  his  interpre- 
tation. 

In  a  Broadway  production  the  director  has  a  more  Hmited 
responsibility  than  in  a  community  theatre.  The  professionals 
in  charge  of  the  various  departments— the  designers  of  setting, 
lighting,  and  costumes— are  as  expert  in  their  own  fields  as  the 
director  in  his.  It  is  the  producer  (whether  or  not  he  has  in- 
vested his  own  money)  who  co-ordinates  the  efforts  and  makes 
the  final  decisions. 

In  the  community  theatre  the  director  is  also  the  producer 
and  must  therefore  supervise,  control,  and  instruct  all  the  ele- 
ments of  production.  He  may  have  the  services  of  some  salaried 
helpers,  as  in  the  case  of  the  metropolitan-type  theatres,  but  in 
the  main  his  staff  will  be  volunteer  and  his  plan  will  be  subject 
to  unavoidable  and  sometimes  unaccountable  breakdowns  and 
delays. 

For  this  reason  it  is  important  that  no  department  should 
be  dependent  upon  the  efforts  of  a  single  individual;  there 
must  be  delegation  of  authority  and  sharing  of  responsibility. 

The  community  theatre  director  derives  his  authority  from 
the  board  of  trustees  who  confer  upon  him  the  powers  and 
responsibility  for  production  in  conformity  with  a  schedule. 
While  the  trustees  are  the  real  producing  authority,  they  re- 
member that  they  are  only  theatre  people  by  avocation  with 
limited  time  to  devote  to  this  occupation  and  even  more  lim- 
ited capacity  for  theatre  details  and  technique. 

Some  individual  members  of  the  board,  as  chairmen  or 
members  of  various  committees,  may  figure  as  units  in  the  pro- 
duction scheme,  in  which  case  they  should  cease  to  be  trustees 
and  must  consider  themselves  as  important  only  to  the  par- 
ticular part  of  the  work  which  concerns  them  individually. 
This  exercise  in  split-personality  is  frequently  attended  by  some 
difficulty. 

The  ideal  arrangement  would  be  for  the  trustees  to  exist  only 
as  a  corporate  entity,  Olympian  and  remote,  with  none  of  its 
members  participating  in  production  details^  but  in  practice 
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this  would  deprive  the  director-producer  of  some  of  the  most 
efficient  workers.  Many  trustees  earn  their  elevation  to  board 
rank  by  faithful  service  in  one  or  other  of  the  less  spectacular 
jobs  around  the  theatre  and  therefore  place  a  high  value  upon 
their  continuing  usefulness.  It  is  when  they  cannot  separate 
the  trustees  from  the  staff  workers  that  their  schizophrenia 
causes  anguish.  They  try  to  make  the  best  of  both  worlds  with 
frequently  disruptive  results. 

A  practical  plan  will  undoubtedly  fall  short  of  the  ideal,  but 
one  essential  fact  should  be  emphasized.  Whether  the  depart- 
mental chiefs  are  dubbed  "chairman  of  committee  on  so-and- 
so"  or  "head  such-and-such"  they  should  surround  themselves 
with  people  sufficiently  skilled  to  carry  on  that  branch  of  pro- 
duction work  for  which  the  chairman  (or  "head")  is  held  re- 
sponsible. Any  head  carpenter  or  wardrobe  mistress  who  takes 
the  view  that  he  or  she  cannot  entrust  certain  work  to  any 
helper,  can  do  it  so  much  better  and  more  quickly  himself, 
etc.,  etc.,  should  be  replaced  at  the  first  favorable  opportunity. 
This  stubborn  self-reliance  may  wreck  a  carefully  planned  time- 
table. 

The  director  must  organize  every  step  which  advances  the 
preparation  of  the  play.  We  are  taking  for  granted  that  he  is 
sufficiently  equipped  by  training  and  experience  to  be  able  to 
plan  a  timetable.  If  he  has  a  competent  professional  technical 
director,  most  of  the  work  apart  from  the  conduct  of  rehearsals 
will  be  shouldered  by  that  functionary.  If  not,  the  director 
must  exercise  supervision  over  settings,  furnishings  and  prop- 
erties, lighting,  wardrobe,  make-up,  and  perhaps  even  publicity 
and  promotion. 

He  will  not  be  expected  to  do  these  things,  merely  to  see 
that  they  are  done.  He  must  not  set  a  bad  example  when  the 
object  of  an  organizational  plan  is  that  there  must  always  be  at 
least  two  people  who  know  what  particular  job  is  next  to  be 
done,  and  how  to  do  it.  The  director  must  try,  hard  as  it  some- 
times may  be,  to  stand  on  the  sidelines  and  reserve  his  energies 
for  the  emergency,  whenever  that  may  arise.  Opinions  may 
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differ  as  to  when  an  operation  ceases  to  be  a  difficulty  and  ar- 
rives at  emergency  status,  but  that  is  by  the  way. 

Each  department  head  should  be  sure  that  several  other 
members  of  his  working  group  not  only  know  their  own  par- 
ticular job  but  have  an  idea  of  the  whole  picture.  If  sickness, 
disaster,  or  merely  pressure  of  business  or  domestic  duties  pre- 
vent the  head  from  carrying  out  an  assignment  on  schedule, 
there  should  be  another  staff  member  equally  well  informed 
who  can  step  in  to  keep  the  work  moving  forward  on  schedule. 

This  will  all  sound  absurdly  simple  and  elementary  to  good 
organizers.  It  will  appear  as  EfEciency  Methods  carried  to  ex- 
cess to  those  who  proceed  by  inspiration  or  the  signs  of  the 
Zodiac,  but  the  best  kind  of  theatre  has  long  outgrown  the 
superstition  that  "a.  bad  dress  rehearsal  means  a  good  opening." 
That  never  was  anything  but  a  cowardly  rationalization  and  a 
cloak  for  incompetency.  Proper  organization,  with  ample  al- 
lowance for  breakdowns,  will  permit  not  only  one  good  dress 
rehearsal,  but  two,  and  even  precede  those  two  by  a  "techni- 
cal" at  which  everything  is  present  and  in  working  order  but 
perhaps  not  properly  timed. 

I  am  extremely  diffident  about  offering  a  chart  to  express  an 
organized  production  scheme  because  I  have  used  many  dif- 
ferent blueprints  at  one  time  or  another,  dependent  upon  local 
conditions  and  upon  the  type  of  play  being  produced.  These 
two  are  therefore  the  merest  suggestions,  to  be  adapted  to  in- 
dividual requirements.  As  schools  too  frequently  err  in  making 
their  students'  courses  conform  to  a  schedule  when  the  sched- 
ule should  be  tailored  to  the  students'  needs,  so  the  director 
should  give  much  thought  to  actual  conditions  before  putting 
on  paper  an  operating  plan  intended  to  work.  It  may  only 
succeed  in  setting  up  irritations  and  exaggerating  difficulties. 
This  must  be  an  autocracy  with  the  consent  of  the  governed. 

The  succession  of  authority  to  the  Stage  Manager  is  a  recog- 
nition of  the  established  rule  that  after  the  final  dress  rehearsal 
this  official  becomes  responsible  for  the  smooth  running  of  the 
show.  As  Alexander  Wykoff  says:  "When  the  curtain  is  up. 
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the  stage  manager's  responsibility  is  solely  to  the  audience." 
By  that  time  the  director's  work  is  finished  and  he  can  devote 
his  efforts  to  creating  a  new  organization  for  the  next  produc- 
tion. 

Chart  B  attempts  to  express  more  clearly  the  relationship  of 
the  director  to  his  trustees  and  the  inter-relationship  of  the 
various  other  theatre  officials.  This  distribution  of  duties  has 
been  utilized,  with  minor  adjustments,  in  many  theatres. 

Some  prefer  to  leave  the  first  vice-president  free  to  act  merely 
as  an  alternate  for  the  president,  without  charging  him  with 
responsibility  for  any  particular  committee.  The  placing  of  the 
second  vice-president  at  the  head  of  the  so-called  production 
committee  is  standard  practice.  So  too,  is  the  custom  of  bring- 
ing in  the  director  as  co-chairman  of  this  body  which,  as  I  shall 
try  to  explain  in  the  following  chapter,  is  an  advisory  rather 
than  an  operational  one. 

Naturally  the  treasurer  will  head  those  committees  which 
concern  finance  (the  raising  of  money)  and  budget  (the  spend- 
ing of  it)  and  some  groups  may  prefer  to  leave  the  secretary 
as  merely  a  recording  officer  and  not  burden  him  or  her  with 
the  business  of  committees.  The  important  thing  is  that  the 
director  shall  supervise  the  production  activities.  The  trustees 
are  left  in  undisputed  control  of  all  the  functions  of  the  theatre 
except  those  which  they  must  delegate  to  their  professional 
employee  if  he  is  to  function  to  his  highest  capacity. 


CHAPTER    SIX 
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INSEPARABLE  FROM  THE  OPERATION  OF  HUMAN  RELATIONSHIPS  IS 

the  committee  habit.  It  is  a  growing  one,  which  in  a  sense  is  an 
awesome  commentary  on  our  increasing  reluctance  to  accept 
individual  responsibility;  we  prefer  to  share  the  burden  of  a 
decision  with  a  group  of  our  fellows  rather  than  chart  our  own 
course  of  action  and  be  prepared  to  sink  or  swim  as  a  result. 

A  less  jaundiced  view  is  taken  by  those  people  who  regard 
committee  procedure  as  the  supreme  embodiment  of  the  demo- 
cratic principle,  the  bulwark  against  dictatorship,  and  the  uni- 
versal solution  for  all  problems.  At  its  best  the  committee 
method  does  represent  an  honest  human  attempt  to  resolve 
difHculties  by  negotiation  instead  of  by  decree.  The  worst  that 
can  be  said  of  committees  is  that  they  are  sometimes  so  un- 
wieldy, because  of  size,  that  no  clear-cut  decisions  are  ever 
made,  and  that  the  habit  of  appointing  committees  to  settle 
every  question  that  arises  can  be  overdone,  to  say  the  least. 
Some  easygoing  executives  have  a  faith  in  the  magic  of  this  pro- 
cedure that  borders  on  the  superstitious. 

Committees  fall,  quite  roughly,  under  three  distinct  head- 
ings: the  first  might  be  called  The  Committee  To  Report;  the 
second,  The  Committee  To  Decide;  and  the  third,  The  Com- 
mittee To  Do.  Of  these  the  first  is  the  one  chiefly  beloved  of 
Roberts,  Gleason,  and  the  other  authorities  on  parliamentary 
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procedure.  It  is  also  the  one  which  is  the  stand-by  for  the  good- 
natured  executive  type.  For  him  the  appointment  of  a  "Com- 
mittee To  Report"  is  the  way  out  of  every  difficulty,  for  by 
making  this  appointment  he  hopes  to  shelve  the  whole  matter 
and  avoid  having  to  make  a  decision.  It  is  usually  a  profound 
shock  to  him  when  he  accidentally  appoints  a  chairman  who, 
with  excess  of  zeal,  actually  calls  a  meeting,  goes  into  the  mat- 
ter, and  makes  a  report. 

The  capable  executive,  of  course,  makes  his  appointments 
only  after  proper  consideration,  and  really  expects  results. 
Moreover,  he  usually  gets  them.  At  Shreveport,  Louisiana,  with 
Clyde  R.  Minor  as  president,  no  chairman  appointed  to  un- 
earth facts  or  to  propose  a  practical  solution  to  a  problem  ever 
failed  to  report  on  time.  Mr.  Minor  is  established  in  my  mem- 
ory as  the  ideal  president.  The  board  of  trustees  was  always 
well  informed  and  at  the  regular  monthly  meetings  they 
handled  most  of  the  theatre  business  as  a  committee  of  the 
whole.  They  were  able  to  do  that  principally  because  attend- 
ance, over  the  five  seasons  I  was  there,  averaged  almost  ninety- 
five  percent  and  the  meetings  took  place  in  an  atmosphere  of 
great  friendliness  but  were  at  the  same  time  quite  businesslike. 
When  board  meetings  are  as  well  attended  as  in  this  case,  and 
all  members  keep  themselves  well  posted,  there  is  less  need  for 
the  constant  appointment  of  committees  to  report  on  this  or 
that. 

The  Committee  To  Decide  is  explosive  material  for  the  in- 
adequate president  to  handle.  It  takes  a  high  degree  of  con- 
fidence and  good  judgment  to  make  appointments  and  be  will- 
ing to  confirm  the  findings  of  a  body  appointed  "with  power 
to  act."  Within  certain  limitations,  as,  for  instance,  budgetary 
ones,  the  standing  committees  of  the  theatre  operate  under 
this  heading.  The  groups  charged  with  the  maintenance  of 
house  and  grounds,  or  library,  and  with  conducting  activities 
of  a  social  nature  (hospitality)  such  as  dress-rehearsal  suppers 
and  cast  parties  all  have  a  great  measure  of  freedom  in  their 
operations  and  the  chairmen  of  these  groups  will  be  selected 
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only  after  a  great  deal  of  thought.  These  committees,  appointed 
in  the  summer  or  early  fall,  hold  office  and  do  their  jobs  with- 
out further  supervision  until  the  end  of  the  season  the  follow- 
ing May  or  June. 

With  most  of  these  committees  the  newly  appointed  di- 
rector will  have  little  contact  unless,  as  a  matter  of  courtesy,  he 
is  informed  of  their  plans  or  invited  to  attend  one  of  their 
meetings.  His  attendance  at  board  meetings  will  afford  him 
the  same  information  as  to  the  workings  of  the  standing  com- 
mittees as  that  possessed  by  the  board  of  trustees. 

The  committees  which  appear  in  Chart  B  in  the  foregoing 
chapter,  such  as  Finance,  Membership  and  Box  Office,  are  all 
standing  committees.  The  director  may  frequently  be  invited 
to  attend  meetings  of  these  bodies  either  as  a  matter  of  courtesy 
or  because  his  opinion  may  be  valuable.  Unless  his  status  is 
that  of  managing-director  he  will  have  only  an  academic  in- 
terest in  their  problems. 

The  two  permanent  committees  on  which  the  director 
should  always  be  invited  to  serve  "ex-officio"  are  those  con- 
cerned with  Production  and  Budget.  With  the  decisions  made 
by  these  groups  he  is  vitally  concerned. 

If  we  accept  the  general  meaning  of  the  word  "committee" 
as  describing  a  group  of  people  who  meet,  deliberate,  and 
either  make  decisions  or  recommendations,  then  the  third  type, 
The  Committee  To  Do,  is  not  a  committee  at  all.  The  army 
would  describe  it  as  a  "detail."  Its  job  is  to  do  things,  with 
might  and  main,  with  hand  and  brain,  with  tooth  and  claw. 
These  are  no  extravagant  figures  of  speech  when  speaking  of 
such  bodies  of  ardent  production  workers  as  the  committees 
on  costume,  properties,  decor,  and  so  on.  These  people  do  not 
congregate  in  a  smoke-filled  room  and  most  of  them  are  so 
constantly  in  violent  motion  that  to  refer  to  them  as  members 
of  standing  committees  would  be  a  contradiction  in  terms. 

On  the  assumption  of  his  new  post  a  director  may  find  that 
the  members  of  the  Production  Committee  have  already  been 
selected  or  reappointed  from  the  previous  season.  This  is  al- 
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most  inevitable  since  a  good  deal  of  preparation  has  to  be  ac- 
complished during  the  summer  and  early  fall.  In  any  case  the 
newly  arrived  director  will  have  no  knowledge  of  the  tempera- 
ments or  abilities  of  the  volunteer  workers  and  should  therefore 
be  grateful  for  machinery  already  set  up  and  in  operating  order. ' 
As  the  season  develops  new  and  capable  workers  will  be  dis- 
covered, while  some  of  the  veterans  may  prove  to  be  less  ef- 
ficient than  they  appeared  at  the  beginning. 

It  is  always  a  debatable  point  whether  a  director  should 
make  his  own  selections  or  accept  the  appointments  of  the 
president.  Since  all  the  books  on  theatre  organization  have 
been  written  by  directors  it  is  not  surprising  they  all  take  for 
granted  that  the  committees  which  work  closely  with  them 
will  be  their  own  appointees. 

This  can  be  regarded  as  carrying  autocracy  and  omniscience 
a  step  too  far.  While  no  director  can  hope  to  achieve  the  best 
results  when  any  one  of  his  committee  heads  lacks  either  a 
willingness  to  co-operate  or  suflEcient  ability  for  the  work,  the 
leader  must  exercise  patience,  remembering  that  he  is  also  sup- 
posed to  be  a  teacher.  Nor  can  he  afford  to  mistake  willingness 
for  experience,  or  even  for  adaptability,  yet  he  must  give  the 
usually  earnest  volunteer  the  benefit  of  every  doubt.  Also  he 
must  approach  each  problem  in  personal  relations  as  separate 
and  individual,  being  prepared  to  believe  that  this  particular 
head  of  a  committee  may  have  worked  admirably  with  the 
previous  director,  whose  successor's  way  of  doing  things,  and 
even  his  vocabulary,  may  be  so  radically  different  that  adjust- 
ment has  to  be  made  slowly. 

If  patience  and  long-suffering  do  not  bring  about  more  fruit- 
ful relations,  the  alternative  to  a  rupture  might  be  an  appeal 
to  the  president  to  whom  the  director  owes  a  primary  loyalty 
and  on  whose  tact  and  discretion  he  should  be  able  to  rely. 
The  president  will  usually  be  able  to  suggest  some  change  of 
tactics  by  which  proper  collaboration  may  be  achieved.  To 
lubricate  the  theatre  machine  is  a  duty  which  any  good  presi- 
dent will  be  willing  to  share  with  the  director,  and  both  of  the 
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men  should  feel  absolute  security  in  a  frank  discussion  of  or- 
ganizational problems.  Both  of  them  will  regard  their  inter- 
change of  views  as  top-secret  business  since  it  should  be  obvious 
that  they  are  handling  material  which  is  almost  atomic  in  its 
potentialities.  A  director  who  makes  public  complaint  of  some 
volunteer's  inadequacy  or  a  president  who  passes  around  the 
word  that  the  director  cannot  get  along  with  so-and-so  are  both 
lacking  in  fitness  for  their  duties  and  are  laying  the  foundations 
of  a  wider  dissension. 

Disregarding  entirely  the  question  of  their  ability,  the  mem- 
bers of  any  committee,  and  particularly  its  chairman,  must  be 
presumed  to  have  a  pride  in  their  contribution.  The  esprit  de 
corps  of  the  theatre  challenges  their  best  efforts  and  even 
those  workers  with  a  sense  of  humor  will  resent  being  ridi- 
culed or  taken  for  granted.  The  director  has  to  proceed  on  the 
assumption  that  all  committees  genuinely  desire  to  give  the 
greatest  possible  assistance  and  that  their  efforts  deserve  recog- 
nition and  appreciation. 

I  recall  an  incident  recounted  to  me  by  an  active  adherent 
of  a  theatre  whose  director  had  suffered  a  steady  decline  in 
prestige  for  three  seasons.  His  introductory  production,  done 
with  a  small  cast  in  one  setting,  was  carefully  produced  and 
cordially  received.  The  second  production  of  the  first  sea- 
son was  to  be  on  a  grandiose  scale  with  a  large  cast  and 
period  costumes.  Volunteers  were  numerous  and  a  costume 
committee  was  assembled  in  the  rehearsal  room  where  about 
a  dozen  ladies  operated  sewing  machines  every  day  in  almost 
sweat-shop  rhythm.  This  director  had  to  pass  through  this 
room  on  the  way  to  his  office.  My  informant,  herself  one  of 
the  toilers,  said  that  the  foolish  man  (her  own  phrase  was  less 
temperate)  passed  through  that  hive  of  activity  a  dozen  times 
a  day  without  so  much  as  a  "hello."  He  seemed  quite  uncon- 
scious of  the  fact  that  these  women  were  working  to  achieve 
an  effect  which  would  contribute  to  the  ultimate  success  of 
one  of  his  productions— one  that  was  later  hailed  as  a  direc- 
torial masterpiece.  To  him  went  both  praise  and  a  good  salary, 
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while  his  good  volunteer  craftswomen  were  denied  even  a  nod 
of  greeting.  It  is  small  wonder  that  his  stock  went  into  a  de- 
cline and  it  became  more  and  more  diflScult  for  him  to  find 
workers  for  his  committees. 

I  must  confess  that  I  myself  have  been  guilty  of  failure  to 
make  the  proper  gesture  of  appreciation  on  several  occasions. 
The  professional  is  so  apt  to  take  for  granted,  and  "in  the  line 
of  duty"  what  the  volunteer  views  as  an  exceptionally  gallant 
achievement.  Professional  leaders  have  to  remember  always 
that  nothing  is  routine  when  the  rewards  are  not  monetary, 
and  that  in  the  eyes  of  the  contributor  even  the  smallest  dona- 
tion of  time  and  enthusiasm  is  exceptional  and  therefore 
worthy  of  recognition. 

Above  all,  the  chairmen  of  the  committees  deserve  the  di- 
rector's confidence  and  courtesy  at  all  times.  These  are  the 
women  who  do  the  impossible  around  a  theatre,  who  discover 
the  most  inaccessible  "props"  and  unearth  just  the  right  pieces 
of  furniture.  They  receive  little  reward  beyond  the  thrill  of  the 
chase  and  a  reasonable  appreciation  of  their  labors.  I  say  rea- 
sonable, because  at  the  other  extreme  from  the  director  who 
treats  his  helpers  as  so  many  anonymous  robots  is  the  cheer- 
leader who  slaps  so  many  backs  that  everyone  eventually  hides 
when  he  comes  into  sight.  The  wise  community  theatre  leader 
will  choose  a  middle  path. 

Apart  from  the  board  of  trustees  the  most  important  group 
of  people  with  whom  the  director  must  maintain  satisfactory 
relations  is  the  production  committee.  Many  theatres  do  not 
appoint  such  a  body.  The  director  himself  is  expected  to  ap- 
point a  production  staff.  The  larger  or  the  more  solidly  estab- 
lished the  theatre,  the  greater  the  chance  that  the  staff 
procedure  will  be  followed.  This  is  logical,  since  in  the  course 
of  time  a  number  of  volunteers  become  exceptionally  skilled 
and  capable  of  working  without  supervision.  Also,  if  the  direc- 
tor has  been  in  office  several  seasons  he  will  then  be  enjoying 
the  confidence  of  the  trustees  to  the  point  where  his  recom- 
mendations will  be  followed  without  question. 
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The  committee  method  is  used  by  the  smaller  groups  and 
those  whose  policy  accents  wide  participation.  It  is  also  the 
safeguard  of  those  groups  who  shrink  from  granting  their  di- 
rector too  much  authority  or  counting  on  his  staying  long 
with  them.  Many  community  theatres  believe  that  directors 
should  move  every  four  years. 

In  cases  where  this  policy  is  in  force  it  is  not  surprising  that 
trustees  hesitate  to  allow  a  director  to  build  an  organization 
which  will  owe  him  a  great  measure  of  personal  loyalty  and 
will  perhaps  disintegrate  on  his  departure.  They  prefer  the 
continuity  of  the  committee  system,  with  many  volunteers 
being  fed  into  the  hopper  each  year  for  training,  and  so  being 
prepared  for  the  heading  of  committees  in  coming  seasons. 

The  production  committee  may  well  be  headed  by  one  of 
the  vice-presidents,  as  indicated  in  the  Chart  of  Organization, 
appointed  (or  elected)  especially  because  of  aptitude  for  that 
job.  He  or  she  will  then  be  free  to  appoint  the  sub-chairmen 
on  playreading,  decor,  properties,  costumes,  etc.  These  chair- 
men will  form  the  actual  committee  to  plan  the  work  of  pro- 
duction. The  vice-president  will  conduct  the  meetings  and  be 
responsible  for  keeping  the  various  sub-chairmen  up  to  the 
mark  on  their  assignments.  The  director  will  attend  each  meet- 
ing, outline  the  plan  of  work,  and  set  the  timetable. 

The  most  successful  operation  of  this  plan  in  my  experience 
involved  no  more  than  two  meetings  of  the  general  committee 
for  each  play.  Good  planning  by  the  particular  vice-president 
insured  that  every  member  of  the  committee  had  read  the  play 
in  advance  of  the  first  gathering,  which  took  place  about  five 
weeks  before  the  date  set  for  each  opening.  The  committee 
heard  the  director's  outline  of  his  conception,  the  style  and 
decor  proposed,  his  explanation  of  the  difficult  "props,"  and 
then  asked  questions  which  arose  either  from  their  reading  of 
the  play  or  from  hearing  the  director's  production  plans.  The 
committee  then  dispersed,  to  meet  again  in  about  a  week,  by 
which  time  each  chairman  had  selected  the  particular  workers 
she  considered  most  suitable  to  handle  the  work  on  the  play. 
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This  required  quite  a  little  exercise  in  judgment  and  most  of 
the  committee  heads  went  to  some  pains  to  appoint  the  people 
best  fitted  for  each  individual  production.  The  property  mis- 
tress, for  example,  who  could  handle  a  quick-moving  farce- 
comedy  or  a  mystery,  with  dozens  of  trick  pieces  like  guns, 
telegrams  and  comic  packages,  might  not  be  the  one  to  set  the 
stage  for  a  comedy  of  manners,  with  afternoon  tea  k  la  Lons- 
dale, or  be  calm  in  the  presence  of  the  grandeurs  of  the  banquet 
in  "The  Swan."  And  vice-versa. 

In  my  experience  vvdth  this  anangement  these  appointees 
became  my  production  staff  and  were  called  together  as  soon 
as  possible  for  a  preliminary  discussion  of  problems.  The  vice- 
president,  as  chairman  of  production,  attended  this  meeting 
in  the  role  of  co-ordinator  only.  From  then  on  these  workers 
ran  their  own  departments,  working  in  consultation  with  me  or 
the  technician. 

A  plan  similar  to  this  one  is  offered  as  a  fair  compromise  be- 
tween the  two  rather  conflicting  ideologies  of  Committee  and 
Staff.  It  preserves  the  theatre  dynasty  as  against  the  director's 
creation  of  one  of  his  own,  and  it  insures  continuity,  because 
the  breaking  up  of  the  work  among  a  great  number  of  people 
every  year  provides  training  not  only  in  the  actual  production 
work  but  in  executive  operations.  The  director  has  a  staff  re- 
sponsible to  him,  but  its  personnel  changes  to  some  extent  for 
each  production  and  the  cry  of  "clique"  cannot  be  raised  with 
any  justification. 

In  the  final  analysis  the  relationship  between  director  and 
committee  workers  is  determined  by  affection  and  mutual  con- 
fidence. The  leader  must  go  out  of  his  way  to  discover  the 
approach  by  which  harmony  may  be  achieved.  And  the  proper 
vocabulary  is  important  to  proper  understanding.  Even  techni- 
cal terminology  differs  in  various  parts  of  the  country.  In  some 
parts  the  "stage  braces"  may  be  fixed  to  the  floor  by  "stage 
screws,"  in  other  cities  they  are  known  as  "stage  pegs"  or  even 
"stage  pins."  And  "teaser"  and  "tormentor"  should,  of  course, 
mean  the  same  thing,  but  people  who  are  not  twenty-four 
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hours  a  day  dealing  with  such  mechanisms  cannot  quickly  re- 
member that  in  the  theatre  they  are  very  different.  It  is  better 
to  point  than  to  yell  in  desperation. 

A  general  course  in  semantics  might  well  be  part  of  a  com- 
munity theatre  director's  training.  I  believe  in  the  dangers  of 
"unconscious  assumptions  about  language."  In  the  theatre 
people  are  expected  to  deal  in  words,  in  a  wealth  of  expression 
not  available  to  the  everyday  world.  Even  if  the  technical  terms 
can  be  simplified  to  the  point  where  everyone  is  clear  as  to 
what  is  meant  by  a  "dimmer,"  the  "apron,"  or  the  "flies,"  there 
are  still  pitfalls  in  general  communication.  And  not  only  the 
words  themselves  but  the  actual  tone  of  voice  may  be  misinter- 
preted. 

A  personal  experience  might  serve  in  illustration  of  this,  as 
I  recall  an  occasion  when  my  choice,  both  of  words  and  tone 
of  voice  was  unfortunate  and  led  to  confusion,  delay,  and  hurt 
feelings.  At  the  technical  rehearsal  some  small  property  or 
other  was  not  in  place.  The  action  stopped  while  the  property 
mistress  hunted  for  it.  Since  I  remembered  having  seen  it  in 
the  wings  just  before  rehearsal  started  I  called  out  that  it  might 
be  found  "on  the  barrel,  offstage  left."  Someone  called  out 
"thanks"  and  we  waited,  but  nothing  happened.  I  repeated  the 
information,  in  my  best  clear  voice— to  a  great  silence.  After  a 
third  try,  my  exasperation  mounted  and  I  came  down  the 
aisle,  shouting  out  "on  the  barrel,  the  BARREL!" 

The  stage  manager  came  on  stage  waving  deprecatory  hands 
and  screening  his  eyes  against  the  lights.  "Where  did  you  say 
you'd  seen  it?"  By  this  time  I  was  on  stage,  striding  angrily  in 
the  direction  of  the  barrel  which  was,  of  course,  exactly  where 
I  had  seen  it,  and  on  it  was  the  missing  "prop."  Triumphantly 
I  displayed  it,  to  an  awkward  and  embarrassed  silence.  Some- 
one tittered  nervously,  which  did  not  help,  but  I  gave  the  word 
to  go  on  with  the  play.  Nothing  else  marred  the  progress  of  the 
rehearsal,  but  the  atmosphere  was  rather  tense,  and  I  felt  it  was 
not  one  of  our  best  evenings. 

It  was  not  until  several  weeks  later  that  someone  told  me 
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the  inside  story,  which  was  that  no  one  had  had  the  shghtest 
idea  of  what  I  was  saying.  In  the  first  place,  after  my  first  mes- 
sage from  the  back  of  the  house  my  voice  grew  higher  in  pitch 
and  more  EngHsh  in  inflection  and  what  the  backstage  people 
heard  sounded  to  their  Southern  ears  like  "battle."  "Now,  if 
you  had  only  said  you'd  seen  it  on  that  keg,  Talbot,  we'd  have 
known  where  to  look."  We  need  semantics,  indeed,  and  we 
need  self-control,  particularly  when  things  don't  go  too  well  at 
rehearsals. 

It  must  be  admitted  that  the  staff  plan,  with  a  nucleus  of 
skilled  workers  always  at  his  disposal,  is  the  easiest  for  the 
director.  To  have  to  train  new  workers  every  month,  while 
more  capable  ones  wait  on  the  side  lines  for  their  turn,  is  some- 
times disheartening,  but  it  is  part  of  the  job,  especially  if  the 
theatre  is  one  definitely  pledged  to  what  I  have  referred  to  as 
the  policy  of  wide  participation. 

Under  this  "wide"  system  the  first  few  productions  may  have 
to  be  a  little  less  than  artistically  satisfying,  because  to  reject 
one  after  another  of  the  rather  distressing  pieces  of  bric-a-brac 
submitted  by  some  willing  worker  would  be  to  impugn  the 
taste  of  the  chairman  who  appointed  her.  It  is  in  cases  like 
Hg  these,  which  occur  only  too  frequently,  that  semantics  are  in- 
P^  valuable.  The  exact  use  of  language  is  of  tremendous  impor- 
tance. So  is  facial  composure.  Any  actual  criticism  of  an  indi- 
vidual volunteer  should  come  from  the  chairman  of  his  or  her 
committee.  That  is  the  privilege  of  the  chairman.  It  is  not  the 
director's.  I  made  the  mistake  of  so  stepping  out  of  line  once, 
and  it  took  many  months  to  mend  my  fences. 

Even  if  the  director  is  called  upon  for  a  direct  comment  on  a 
piece  of  work  or  a  contributed  property,  there  are  many  more 
ways  of  rejecting  it  than  by  the  use  of  the  word  "appalling." 
Or,  as  one  director  of  my  acquaintance  did,  by  flinging  the 
offending  chair  down  the  aisle  after  the  retreating  figure  of  the 
woman  who  had  just  brought  it  in. 

This  particular  extrovert  was  actually  re-engaged  for  the  fol- 
lowing season  after  this  exhibition,  but  that  was  many  years 
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ago,  when  directors  were  not  supposed  to  be  quite  normal,  and 
temperament  was  at  a  premium.  Carl  Click  used  to  say  the 
community  theatre  needed  a  combination  of  Cod  and  David 
Belasco.  Nowadays  they  expect,  in  addition,  the  career  diplo- 
mat and  the  psychologist. 

A  cynic  once  observed  that  the  ideal  committee  consisted  of 
three  members,  two  of  whom  were  permanently  out  of  town. 
But  he  was  no  realist.  The  committee  habit  is  deeply  ingrained 
in  the  American  way  of  life,  and  the  wise  procedure  for  the 
most  rugged  individualist  is  to  accept  this  fact  and  shape  his 
course  accordingly.  He  may  not  get  things  done  as  fast  as  he 
would  wish,  but  he  will  gain  a  lot  in  the  way  of  human  com- 
panionship, a  breadth  of  acquaintance  and  a  great  satisfaction, 
if  he  does  not  allow  committees  to  get  in  his  hair,  but  enjoys 
them  as  people,  and  learns  to  persuade  rather  than  compel 
them  to  his  point  of  view. 


CHAPTER    SEVEN 
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THE  PLAY  IS  OVER.  THE  CURTAIN  COMES  DOWN  AND  THE  APPLAUSE 

is  generous.  Now  the  actors  are  all  out  on  the  stage,  taking  their 
calls— one,  two,  three,  perhaps  four.  As  the  applause  takes  on 
the  eventual  perfunctory  note  the  curtain  comes  down  once 
more— and  stays  down.  The  lights  come  up,  and  the  ushers 
fling  open  the  exit  doors  and  stand  aside  as  the  audience 
streams  out  of  the  theatre. 

Scraps  of  conversation  overheard,  greetings,  and  comments; 
a  few  voices  louder  than  the  rest,  repeating  some  phrase  from 
the  play's  dialogue— perhaps  a  laugh,  some  murmurs  of  satis- 
faction and  pleasure.  Then,  with  disturbing  clarity,  the  inevi- 
table sour  note:  "Oh  yes,  they  were  all  very  good,  but  I  wonder 
who  chose  that  play." 

Well,  who  did?  And  why?  Who  does  choose  the  plays  for 
the  community  theatre?  And  how  do  they  go  about  it? 

Usually  there  exists  a  committee  called  either  'Tlayreading" 
or  "Play  Selection."  There  "is  no  significance,  by  the  way,  in 
the  distinction  implied  by  those  titles.  Many  committees  which 
go  under  the  name  of  'Tlayreading"  actually  select  the  reper- 
tory, while  quite  frequently  the  ones  supposedly  dedicated  to 
"selection"  act  only  in  an  advisory  capacity.  The  need  for 
semantics  again! 

The  name  under  which  this  committee  functions,  there- 
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fore,  is  no  guide  to  the  actual  duties  it  performs.  By  what- 
ever name,  this  is  the  most  hard-working  committee  around 
the  theatre.  It  is  also,  without  question,  the  most  potent.  It  is 
also  the  least  appreciated.  It  gets  all  the  kicks  and  none  of  the 
ha'pence.  The  director  chafes  under  either  its  restrictions  or 
its  instructions,  the  audience  writes  it  no  fan  letters  and  I  have 
never  known  any  actor  shake  its  collective  hand  in  gratitude 
for  a  meaty  role.  The  committee  goes  on  reading  plays. 

The  custom  of  entrusting  the  selection  of  the  theatre  reper- 
tory to  a  group  of  interested  members  stems  from  the  early 
days  of  the  Little  Theatre  movement.  Rehearsals  were  con- 
ducted, rather  than  the  plays  directed,  by  teachers  of  expres- 
sion, high  school  drama  coaches,  and  even  exceptionally 
courageous  members  of  the  amateur  groups  themselves.  It  was 
quite  logical  that  these  volunteer  directors  should  need  and 
even  welcome  the  advice  of  a  small  interested  group  of  play- 
readers  and  others  familiar  with  the  taste  of  the  local  audience. 

With  the  advent  of  the  specialists  (the  full-time  profession- 
als) many  of  the  little  theatres  were  persuaded  to  relinquish 
the  privilege  and  the  bother  of  choosing  plays  to  these  ap- 
pointed leaders.  After  all,  these  men  were  professionals,  they 
presumably  had  hundreds  of  plays  at  their  fingers'  ends  and 
they  spoke  with  the  voice  of  authority.  The  local  committees 
were  content  to  sit  back  and  rest  from  their  labors. 

Unfortunately  not  all  of  these  newcomers  were  good  show- 
men; they  took  little  account  of  local  preferences  and  preju- 
dices, although  they  had  plenty  of  their  own.  If  they  came  from 
Broadway,  as  many  of  them  did,  they  frequently  chose  plays  in 
which  they  had  played  a  small  part  in  New  York,  but  taking 
care  to  play  the  lead  when  they  staged  them  on  Main  Street. 
The  local  stars  were  justifiably  resentful  at  having  to  play  a 
succession  of  supporting  roles.  In  other  cases  the  Broadway 
actor-director  saw  no  harm  in  love  scenes  or  situations  which 
aroused  violent  tremors  in  the  provincial  breast;  or  his  devo- 
tion to  plays  with  pungent  dialogue  was  offensive  to  audiences 


Shakespeare,  Shaw,  or  Saroyan?  6g 

to  whom  "durn  it"  was  risqu6  and  "damn"  the  utmost  ob- 
scenity. 

Other  men  came  from  the  colleges,  where  the  classics  had 
been  their  staple  diet.  They  either  knew  nothing  of  current 
American  drama  (except  by  classroom  study)  or  they  pre- 
tended to  despise  it,  regarding  themselves  as  men  with  a  mis- 
sion to  minister  to  the  heathen.  Mencken  and  Nathan  were 
busy  burning  up  "Boobus  Americanus"  in  those  days  and  the 
wise  (but  so  young)  men  from  the  East  were  anxious  to  light 
some  fires  of  their  own. 

It  would  be  charity  to  suggest  that  these  early  directors  were 
born  twenty  years  too  soon.  At  any  rate  their  taste  in  plays 
quite  often  lacked  the  fullest  appreciation,  and  theatre  trustees 
who  had  so  blithely  surrendered  their  right  to  a  voice  in  play 
selection  almost  fell  over  themselves  in  their  anxiety  to  write 
restrictive  clauses  into  the  contract  they  made  with  the  next 
man. 

There  were,  of  course,  prominent  exceptions.  Some  of  the 
new  career  men  combined  good  taste  with  discretion  and  by 
making  haste  more  slowly  they  earned  the  growing  confidence 
of  their  trustees  and  their  public.  Such  directors  as  these  are 
still  occupying  the  posts  they  assumed  fifteen  or  twenty  years 
ago,  suflFering  no  restrictions  in  their  choice  of  plays  and  en- 
joying the  support  of  a  discriminating  public.  But  in  the  great 
majority  of  community  groups  the  final  authority  is  still  the 
committee. 

There  cannot  be  enough  praise  for  the  committee  frankly 
dedicated  to  the  reading  of  plays  as  an  assistance  to  the  di- 
rector (who  usually  does  not  read  as  many  new  ones  as  he 
should),  and  advising  him  as  to  their  possible  reception  by  the 
audience.  If  this  committee  pools  its  opinions  and  comments, 
the  director  will  be  in  possession  of  much  valuable  informa- 
tion, more  especially  if  he  is  newly  appointed.  He  will  still 
reserve  the  right  to  argue  the  playing  possibilities  of  some 
script  that  his  advisors  may  have  found  tedious.  He  may  know 
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that  some  comedy  whose  dialogue  sparkles  from  the  printed 
page  will  prove  monotonous  and  undramatic  on  the  stage  and 
he  will  be  able  to  say  so,  knowing  that  his  judgment,  as  that  of 
a  trained  theatre  professional,  will  be  respected  and  followed. 

Very  few  theatres  are  fortunate  in  possessing  members  who 
are  avid  readers  of  dramatic  literature  and  are  also  good  judges 
of  play  values.  One  I  knew  used  to  combine  the  office  of  chair- 
man of  the  playreading  committee  with  that  of  house  manager, 
and  thereby  gained  invaluable  knowledge  of  audience  reactions 
by  hearing  the  lobby  comments  at  every  performance.  His  was 
a  very  real  theatre  wisdom  which  is  all  too  rare.  Far  more  fre- 
quently directors  have  cause  to  complain  of  arbitrary  armchair 
judgments  made  by  committees  who  never  see  any  rehearsals 
and  sometimes  not  even  a  performance  of  the  plays  they  pro- 
mote so  vigorously. 

The  problem  of  responsibility  for  play  selection  may  be 
solved  in  one  of  two  ways.  When  the  contract  is  being  dis- 
cussed, the  director,  if  he  is  justified  by  training  and  experience 
in  making  the  demand,  should  insist  upon  freedom  of  choice 
for  his  first  season  at  least.  He  may  profess  himself  anxious  to 
have  the  advisory  services  of  a  committee,  but  he  should  be 
entitled  to  retain  veto  power. 

If,  on  the  other  hand,  he  is  only  recently  graduated  and  has 
a  becoming  modesty  about  his  powers  of  judgment,  he  may 
well  agree  to  share  the  responsibility  with  a  committee  for  the 
first  two  or  three  seasons.  At  the  end  of  that  time  he  should  be 
justified  in  requesting  a  freer  hand  and  be  prepared  to  stand 
or  fall  by  his  wisdom  of  choice.  His  judgment  of  plays  is  part 
of  his  professional  equipment.  To  deny  him  the  tise  of  it  is  to 
reduce  his  efficiency.  It  is  like  sending  a  boxer  into  the  ring 
with  his  right  hand  tied  behind  him  and  then  blaming  him  for 
losing  the  fight. 

That  is  the  point  which  eludes  so  many  governing  bodies 
when,  jealous  of  their  prerogatives,  they  hesitate  to  delegate 
the  selection  of  plays  to  their  professional  appointee.  A  director 
who  stages  a  succession  of  unfortunate  plays  will  hurt  himself 
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far  more  than  he  will  the  group,  for  he  need  not  look  for  a  re- 
newal of  his  contract  even  after  his  first  season.  If  the  trustees 
are  fearful  that  their  audiences  will  be  subjected  to  outhouse 
humor  or  left-wing  propaganda  they  probably  have  no  one  but 
themselves  to  blame.  The  director's  taste  in  such  matters 
should  have  been  quite  thoroughly  reviewed  in  correspondence 
and  at  the  interview,  and  if  any  doubts  remained  a  brake  could 
have  been  put  on  his  subversive  tendencies  by  an  unequivocal 
clause  in  the  contract.  There  are  all  sorts  of  ways  to  prevent  a 
director  from  exploiting  himself  or  his  political  views  to  the 
detriment  of  the  theatre  which  employs  him. 

Far  more  damage  to  harmonious  relations  is  liable  to  occur 
when  a  director  is  under  contract  pressure  to  produce  plays 
which  strike  no  fire  from  him,  which  he  regards  as  unworthy  of 
his  efforts  or  those  of  the  players,  or  which  he  knows  he  cannot 
cast  or  stage  to  the  proper  advantage.  It  is  not  always  easy  to 
convince  the  committees  that  these  objections  are  valid,  and 
the  proponents  of  some  obviously  unsuitable  play  often  return 
to  the  attack  every  season  with  amusing  persistence.  Even  if 
the  stage  of  crisis  is  never  reached  and  the  bickering  remains 
good-natured,  many  a  director  has  been  known  to  throw  up 
his  hands,  swallow  the  bone  of  contention,  and  produce  the 
play  against  his  better  judgment.  If  the  production  is  successful 
—and  it  often  is— the  persistent  advocates  will  feel  their  judg- 
ment amply  vindicated  and  bring  heavier  pressure  to  bear  in 
future  controversies.  If  the  production  fails,  the  director  runs 
a  grave  risk  of  being  accused  of  "selling  out"  in  order  to  justify 
his  original  opinion,  and  thereby  may  incur  enmities  that  will 
pursue  him  up  to  the  day  of  his  departure. 

No  director  can  remain  permanently  insensitive  to  sniping, 
but  if  he  is  willing  to  pick  up  and  rehearse  every  script  which  is 
handed  to  him  he  is  no  artist;  he  is  not  even  an  honest  crafts- 
man. A  self-respecting  plumber  or  carpenter  will  refuse  to  work 
with  shoddy  equipment.  Even  a  director  who  lacks  the  full 
stature  of  an  artist  might  at  least  be  given  credit  for  the  desire 
to  work  with  good  tools.  The  community  director  does  not 
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have  the  wealth  of  Broadway  at  his  command  when  he  picks 
a  cast;  it  is  an  added  handicap  when  he  is  compelled  to  re- 
hearse these  players  in  a  play  which  affords  him  no  inspiration. 

In  case  I  may  appear  to  have  drawn  too  vivid  a  picture  of  the 
martyr-director  and  the  tyrant-trustees  let  me  say  that  it  is  not 
overdrawn  according  to  complaints  from  colleagues  of  mine  at 
a  dozen  or  more  theatres  up  and  down  the  country.  There  is 
one  group  in  the  middle  west  which  between  1933  and  1938 
employed  six  directors.  One  year  was  sufficient  for  each  of  the 
first  five.  Also,  the  theatre  had  a  gradually  mounting  deficit 
during  these  years.  The  sixth  director  analyzed  the  situation, 
called  for  a  revision  of  policy,  and  was  able  to  lead  the  group  to 
solvency  and  harmony  before  the  navy  claimed  his  services  in 
1942. 

A  happier  experience  was  my  own  at  Shreveport,  where  the 
board  used  to  function  as  a  "committee  of  the  whole"  on  play 
selection.  At  every  meeting  one  member  would  plaintively  in- 
quire? "What  about  Dear  Brutus.?"  Now  there  were  many  rea- 
sons why  we  were  not  ready  to  do  that  particular  play  and  they 
were  all  carefully,  and  in  the  best  of  humor,  recited  to  him 
every  time.  If  he  ever  was  absent,  there  was  always  some 
facetious  fellow-member  who  would  submit  the  familiar  query. 
Dear  Brutus  was  a  permanent  item  on  the  agenda. 

Finally,  in  my  last  season,  our  finances  allowed  us  to  con- 
sider paying  the  high  royalty  that  a  Barrie  play  always  com- 
mands. Soon  after  the  decision  was  made  to  pay  this  fee  I  dis- 
covered a  young  actress  who  could  realize  the  part  of  Margaret. 
We  did  Dear  Brutus,  and  everyone  was  happy,  including  my- 
self. It  had  been  as  much  against  my  principles  to  do  an 
inferior  production  because  the  right  players  were  not  available 
as  it  was  for  the  budget  committee  to  authorize  an  excessive 
expenditure  before  income  justified  it. 

Every  theatre  has  to  maintain  a  nice  balance  in  its  choice 
of  plays  between  giving  the  public  what  they  want  and  what 
they  ought  to  want.  A  theatre  has  to  pay  its  bills  and  it  also  has 
to  do  some  plays  that  will  justify  its  claim  to  be  other  than 
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purely  commercial.  The  day  of  the  subsidized  group  is  over. 
So  is  the  era  of  the  "art"  theatre  which  performed  intermit- 
tently before  cheesecloth  draperies  to  a  shivering  coterie  in  an 
unheated  barn.  Theatre  is  business  now,  but  perhaps  no  less 
genuinely  artistic  than  in  the  days  of  unbalanced  budgets. 

To  attract  the  larger  and  more  general  audience  of  today  the 
play  selectors  must  appeal  to  wider  interests.  It  is  unfortunate 
that  this  conception  of  their  duties  often  leads  them  to  con- 
centrate on  recognized  Broadway  successes  and  to  neglect  the 
far  greater  library  of  dramatic  literature  outside  Mr.  Burns 
Mantle's  lists. 

I  cannot  go  all  the  way  with  Sean  O'Casey  in  his  view  that 
it  is  better  for  amateurs  to  do  good  plays  badly  than  bad  plays 
well,  but  an  occasional  attempt  at  an  exceptionally  fine  play 
should  be  justified  even  if  the  production  does  not  quite  come 
oflf.  A  dull  level  of  competence,  with  players  consciously  or 
unconsciously  imitating  the  original  Broadway  cast,  will  prove 
monotonous  for  everyone.  It  will  stunt  the  growth  of  the 
actors,  lend  no  prestige  to  the  repertory  and  eventually  lead  to 
a  loss  of  interest  by  the  principal  supporters. 

But  an  occasional  stab  at  the  seemingly  impossible,  the  pro- 
duction of  a  play  that  no  one  has  seen  performed  but  which 
by  its  quality  of  writing  and  the  truth  of  its  characterizations 
gives  promise  of  excitement,  with  scenic  effects  that  have  never 
been  pictured  in  a  magazine  but  which  challenge  the  in- 
genuity of  the  production  workers,  with  wealth  of  dramatic 
contrast  that  will  inspire  the  director's  best  efforts— this  type 
of  bravery  wins  battles  and  it  also  wins  supporters.  Everyone 
around  the  theatre  will  work  their  hardest  on  something  that 
is  different,  and  difficult.  Every  theatre  should  tackle  some- 
thing too  big  for  it  at  least  once  in  a  season,  for  the  good  of 
its  soul.  And  the  box  office,  paradoxically  enough,  will  not 
suffer. 

The  question  of  casting  is  bound  up  inextricably  with  the 
selection  of  plays.  Some  directors  may  not  agree  with  this 
point,  and  some  community  theatres  flatter  their  director  by 
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the  implication  that  he  is  sufHciently  a  genius  to  be  able  to 
cast  a  play  from  the  most  unpromising  acting  material.  While 
appreciating  the  compliment  the  honest  professional  will  admit 
that  none  of  his  productions  can  be  any  better  than  the  actors 
who  play  in  it,  and  while  it  may  be  true  that  certain  run-of-the- 
mill  comedies  can  be  performed  equally  well  by  W,  X,  Y,  and 
Z  as  by  A,  B,  C,  and  D,  the  more  difficult  the  play  the  greater 
is  the  need  for  people  of  exceptional  suitability.  The  play- 
readers  would  do  well  to  remember  this  while  they  are  at  work. 
My  Dear  Brutus  fanatic  at  Shreveport  was  persistent,  but  he 
was  not  unreasonable.  Not  all  others  are  as  patient  as  he  was, 
and  some  are  apt  to  feel  injured  if  their  suggestions  are  not 
acted  upon  immediately.  The  director  must  give  reasons  for  his 
inability  to  act  immediately  on  every  suggestion.  The  com- 
mittee should  be  able  to  accept  the  reasons  in  good  faith. 

As  a  rule  it  is  well  to  avoid  "star"  plays  where  the  principal 
player  carries  the  whole  show.  To  observe  this  rule  too  rigidly, 
however,  would  be  to  deprive  some  good  actors  of  the  chance 
of  playing  such  plays  as  Counsellor-at-Law,  The  Second  Man, 
or  Cyrano  de  Bergerac,  and  the  popular  leading  ladies  of  flut- 
tering their  wings  in  Candida,  Hedda  Gabler,  Biography,  or 
even  Susan  and  God.  It  is  never  desirable  to  choose  plays  as 
vehicles  for  particular  players,  but  it  is  the  policy  of  wisdom, 
if  the  director  is  to  get  the  desired  results,  to  consider  the  avail- 
able talent  when  each  play  is  selected. 

We  shall  assume  the  existence  of  a  committee  and  that  its 
function  is  to  discover  and  read  plays  for  the  director's  con- 
sideration. Such  a  method  was  in  operation  at  the  Dallas  Little 
Theatre  during  its  entire  existence,  and  the  list  of  its  produc- 
tions is  almost  a  classic  of  repertory.  *  The  director  is  grate- 
ful for  suggestions,  is  willing  to  accept  advice,  is  gracious 
in  making  objections,  and  derives  a  great  deal  of  moral  support 
from  the  discussions  and  friendly  meetings.  But  he  himself, 
and  he  only,  chooses  the  plays.  That  is  one  method,  favored  by 

*  See  Appendix. 
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the  larger  theatres  or  those  whose  directors  enjoy  the  confi- 
dence of  their  trustees  because  of  long  tenure. 

An  alternative  plan  which  has  many  merits  involves  the 
actual  selection  of  the  plays  by  a  committee  of  which  the  di- 
rector is  an  active  member.  He  may  submit  a  list  of  plays,  say 
fifteen  or  twenty,  from  which  the  program  will  be  chosen,  or 
the  other  members  may  submit  to  him  a  similar  number  from 
which  he  will  choose  the  appropriate  six,  seven,  or  eight.  This 
is  a  quite  workable  plan,  used  by  many  theatres.  Agreement  is 
usually  reached  on  the  pattern  of  the  season's  schedule  before 
the  lists  are  compiled.  Of  perhaps  seven  plays,  are  as  many  as 
four  to  be  comedies  of  one  sort  or  another?  Do  they  want  to  do 
Shakespeare  this  year,  or  some  other  period  classic?  Does 
Saroyan  meet  with  favor?  Which  of  the  Shaws— Bernard  or 
Irwin— or  both? 

A  properly  diversified  program  is  very  important,  and  the 
director  will  be  the  best  judge  of  the  type  of  play  to  do  at  one 
or  another  time  during  the  season  since  he  alone  knows  the 
style  in  which  he  intends  to  direct  the  pieces.  To  illustrate 
this  point,  a  play  like  The  Male  Animal  will  serve  as  example. 
To  some  directors  this  Thurber-Nugent  work  is  just  a  noisy 
romp,  while  at  least  to  one  director  of  my  acquaintance  it  is  a 
play  of  much  social  significance,  and  his  production  laid  great 
emphasis  on  the  author's  message  about  academic  freedom  and 
played  down  the  farcical  elements  completely. 

Viewed  from  his  angle  The  Male  Animal  could  very  well 
appear  in  the  schedule  between  two  light  pieces  without  im- 
pairing the  variety  of  the  pattern.  In  the  same  way  S.  N.  Behr- 
man's  Rain  From  Heaven  could,  in  the  years  when  its  message 
was  more  topical,  be  presented  as  a  powerful  preachment 
against  Fascism,  or  (as  I  have  seen  it  done)  regarded  as  merely 
a  piece  of  delicious  high  comedy.  It  is  on  such  plays  as  these 
that  the  hand  of  the  director  is  most  clearly  seen. 

C.  B.  Purdom  (Producing  Plays)  lays  down  four  very  simple 
rules  for  the  choosing  of  a  play.  He  asks  himself  will  it  please. 
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first  himself  as  director,  secondly  the  players,  then  the  audi- 
ence, and  lastly  he  asks  whether  its  production  is  practicable. 
Under  this  last  question  he  lumps  together  the  questions  of 
casting,  staging,  and  costuming  and  perhaps  also  (though  he 
does  not  mention  it)  the  size  of  the  royalty  payable. 

This  is  sound  advice.  It  confirms  my  thesis  that  the  director 
will  do  his  best  work  on  a  play  which  has  magnetism  for  him. 
It  underlines  the  importance  of  having  the  players  enthusiastic 
about  their  vehicle,  because  it  is  rather  unjust  to  take  seriously 
the  Kaufman-Hart  lines,  in  George  Washington  Slept  Here, 
about  summer  theatre  mummers;  "So  help  me,  actors  will  act 
anywhere  and  in  anything;  all  they  want  to  do  is  act."  It  is  a 
good  comedy  line,  but  actually  actors  are  not  so  unchoosy, 
especially  where  no  salary  is  involved. 

Kenneth  Macgowan,  analyzing  in  Footlights  Across  America 
the  Little  Theatre  spirit  as  he  sensed  it  some  years  ago,  found 
in  it  a  dominant  motive: 

"If  you  want  to  define  it  at  its  highest  you  call  it  the  creative  im- 
pulse. If  you  want  to  estimate  it  a  little  more  realistically,  if  you 
want  to  risk  looking  at  it  in  its  lowest  form,  then  you  talk  about  a 
kind  of  exhibitionism.  This  desire  to  show  off  is  an  odd  angle  of 
a  general  human  impulse  to  be  doing  something  and  doing  some- 
thing important." 

I  think  most  community  actors  will  forgive  Mr.  Macgowan 
the  word  "exhibitionism"  for  the  sake  of  the  last  sentence  of 
that  paragraph.  Few  amateurs  would  rather  appear  in  a  shoddy 
piece  than  play  in  Peer  Gynt  or  Saint  Joan.  They  really  do  pre- 
fer "doing  something  important."  Even  if  "all  they  want  to  do 
is  to  act"  they  like  to  act  in  the  best  plays  they  can  find. 

The  audience,  next  on  Mr.  Purdom's  list,  is  reserved  for  a 
full  treatment  in  a  chapter  all  to  itself.  Finally,  the  practical 
considerations  are  entirely  the  director's  problems  and  if  the 
first  three  stipulations  can  be  met  there  are  few  directors  who 
will  not  find  a  way  to  overcome  production  diflBculties  sooner 
or  later,  one  way  or  another. 
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Community  theatres  are,  as  a  rule,  far  too  anxious  to  produce 
plays  which  have  enjoyed  recent  success  in  New  York.  The 
Samuel  French  ofEce  and  the  Dramatists'  Play  Service  are  in- 
variably inundated  with  requests  for  releases  as  soon  as  each 
"hit"  is  established,  and  with  unvarying  tact  and  patience  these 
agents  continue  to  explain  that  even  after  a  run  has  concluded 
on  Broadway  there  may  be  clauses  in  the  contract  for  the  origi- 
nal production  which  will  keep  the  script  oflf  the  nonprofes- 
sional stages  for  several  years.  There  is  almost  indecent  impa- 
tience to  do  a  "Best  Play"  the  moment  the  release  can  be 
obtained.  The  reasons  usually  given  for  the  urgency,  namely, 
that  the  play  will  soon  be  out-of-date,  or  that  everyone  will 
have  seen  the  movie  version,  seem  to  me  the  best  possible 
arguments  for  leaving  it  alone.  Surely  only  an  occasional  play 
is  so  ephemeral  in  its  theme  and  treatment  that  it  will  not  be 
equally  acceptable  five  years  later.  Even  Hollywood  has  dis- 
covered a  box-office  value  in  the  re-filming  of  stories  they  used 
ten  and  fifteen  years  ago.  And  fifteen  years  is  an  eon  in  the 
celluloid  cosmos. 

Granville  Barker  refers  to  the  drama's  credit  "built  up  over 
the  years  by  the  accumulation— and  by  time's  selection— of  a 
body  of  plays  which  have  had  in  them  an  enduring  worth  and 
vitality."  Very  few  indeed  of  the  plays  he  had  in  mind  have 
been  shown  on  the  community  stages  of  America  up  to  now. 
Mr.  Burns  Mantle  is  a  distinguished  critic  and  his  annual  vol- 
ume provides  an  invaluable  record  of  the  current  theatre  in 
America,  but  he  would  hesitate,  I  feel  sure,  to  put  up  many  of 
his  chosen  plays  against  what  Mr.  Barker  calls  "time's  selec- 
tion." 

At  one  time  many  observers  of  the  new  and  vigorous  "Little 
Theatre  movement"  hoped  that  its  principal  contribution 
would  be  the  encouragement  of  new  authors  and  through 
them  the  creation  of  a  new  American  drama.  That  hope  seems 
to  have  completely  faded.  The  few  even  capable  v^nriters  who 
had  their  first  opportunity  in  the  regional  theatre  and  went 
from  this  into  national  prominence  are  the  exceptions  which 
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prove  this  disheartening  rule.  There  are  so  many  other  oppor- 
tunities for  a  young  writer  with  a  flair  for  drama.  Hollywood 
can  always  use  him,  Broadway  will  at  least  read  his  play  and 
frequently  buy  an  option  on  it  for  many  times  the  amount 
that  a  provincial  theatre  could  guarantee  in  the  form  of  a 
royalty  prize.  The  talented  writer  bypasses  the  regional  theatre 
on  his  way  to  Broadway.  The  writer  without  talent  may  be 
encouraged  by  a  local  production  but  his  play  doesn't  often 
help  the  local  theatre,  although  some  groups  seem  to  have  the 
idea  that  a  play  in  manuscript  should  possess  a  special  magical 
attraction  for  an  audience,  whatever  its  intrinsic  value  as 
drama. 

There  is  one  source  of  new  material  which  has  not  received 
its  fair  share  of  attention,  and  that  is  the  library  of  play  litera- 
ture made  up  of  the  hundreds  of  Broadway  near-successes  and 
even  the  actual  "flops."  The  members  of  the  Critics'  Circle  are 
not  omniscient,  and  even  if  they  were,  there  are  many  plays 
produced  each  year  which  do  not  do  themselves  justice  in  the 
few  days  of  life  allowed  to  them  after  the  reviewers  have  done 
their  worst.  So  many  little  things  may  have  contributed  to  a 
weak  presentation  of  what  appeared  to  be  a  promising  script. 
The  direction  may  have  been  unimaginative,  the  casting  at 
fault,  the  weather  so  bad  that  a  mere  handful  of  first-nighters 
made  no  effort  to  help  the  performers.  Or  perhaps,  on  the 
other  hand,  there  were  too  many  sympathizers  and  they  tried 
too  hard.  At  any  rate  the  notices  were  lukewarm  and  the  box 
office  returns  depressing,  so  another  load  of  scenery  went  to 
Cain's  warehouse,  a  handful  of  actors  resumed  their  tour  of  the 
producers'  offices,  and  one  more  embittered  author  put  his 
script  back  again  into  the  trunk. 

Some  of  these  plays  were  pretty  bad,  and  perhaps  the  authors 
recognized  that  fact  when  they  saw  their  work  for  the  first 
time  on  the  stage,  but  many  of  them  should  have  had  another 
chance.  I  can  name  twenty  or  more  that  come  to  mind,  but  to 
do  so  might  be  invidious.  I  prefer  to  generalize,  which  I  can  do 
with  absolute  confidence.  Some  few  of  these  "Broadway  flops" 
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I  have  since  read  in  published  form,  because  such  shrewd 
judges  as  Garrett  Leverton  of  Samuel  French  and  Barrett  Clark 
of  Dramatists'  Play  Service  perceived  their  value  for  the  re- 
gional theatre  even  though  New  York  would  have  little  of 
them.  Such  plays  as  these  are  usually  available  long  before  the 
release  of  the  "hits,"  but  disappointingly  few  of  them  appear 
in  the  community  repertories.  Play  selectors  yearning  for  the 
latest  thing  would  do  well  to  give  more  consideration  to  these 
new  and  often  arresting  scripts. 

French  and  Dramatists',  and  many  others,  will  also  be  able 
to  put  local  playreaders  in  touch  with  authors  or  producers  of 
many  other  near-successes  which  have  not  been  published.  A 
play  in  typescript  is  still  a  play,  and  often  a  very  good  one. 
From  the  purely  material  point  of  view  it  is  more  advanta- 
geous for  the  community  theatre  to  do  a  reproduction  of  a 
work  which  has  sufficient  merit  to  have  justified  the  enormous 
expense  of  a  Broadway  showing  than  to  take  a  chance  on  a 
completely  new  work  merely  because  it  can  be  programmed 
"for  the  first  time  on  any  stage." 

Directors  and  playreaders  alike  should  have  more  courage  in 
their  selections  and  not  be  so  fearful  of  backing  their  judg- 
ment. It  takes  no  special  skill  to  read  and  approve  Life  With 
Father,  Harvey,  or  Arsenic  and  Old  Lace,  but  how  many  com- 
munity playreaders,  or  even  directors,  took  advantage  of  Max- 
well Anderson's  permission  through  the  National  Theatre 
Conference,  to  produce  his  TruckJine  Cafe.^  How  many  com- 
munities were  favored  by  a  production  of  The  Willow  and  I 
until  after  The  Hasty  Heart  had  hoisted  John  Patrick  to  promi- 
nence and  called  attention  to  his  earlier  work? 

At  the  present  time  the  repertory  of  the  average  community 
theatre  makes  monotonous  reading.  The  same  "recent  Broad- 
way releases"  make  up  about  two-thirds  of  the  schedule.  What 
is  there  about  that  dull  conformity  to  justify  a  claim  to  dis- 
tinctive work?  Are  the  play-selection  committees  exerting  the 
dead  hand,  or  is  the  director  abusing  his  power  of  veto  and 
stifling  originality  and  experiment? 
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Following  Mr.  Purdom's  formula  we  must  presume  that  the 
directors  are  pleased,  for  they  are  still  at  their  jobs.  The  same 
goes  for  the  audience,  because  they  keep  on  coming.  Have  the 
actors  been  heard  from?  Perhaps  they  might  contribute  some- 
thing to  an  improvement  in  the  situation,  might  relish  the 
chance  to  know  something  of  present-day  writing  other  than 
in  plays  made  too  familiar  by  publicists,  photographers,  and 
gossip  writers.  Perhaps  they  might  even  like  to  dip  into  plays 
"of  enduring  worth  and  vitality"  guaranteed  by  the  selection 
of  time  and  not  by  current  magazines.  I  think  they  deserve  the 
chance. 

Who,  then,  does  choose  the  plays?  For  his  own  peace  of 
mind,  I  hope  it  is  the  director  and  that  he  has  an  absolutely 
free  hand  in  the  matter.  It  is  his  privilege  and  his  responsi- 
bility not  only  because  the  theatre  is  his  profession  and  his 
livelihood  but  because  he  is  the  sole  authority  by  virtue  of  his 
appointment  as  director.  He  is  able,  through  his  training, 
his  experience,  and  his  absorption  in  his  task  to  see  the  finished 
work  on  the  stage  in  his  mind's  eye  long  before  rehearsals  start. 
The  most  devoted  of  amateur  playreaders  does  not,  cannot  do 
this.  If  he  (or  she)  could,  they  should  be  doing  the  directing. 
It  is  a  matter  of  perspective,  of  seeing  the  completed  picture  in 
full  detail,  in  imagination,  before  putting  brush  to  canvas,  and 
that  is  a  task  for  the  trained  specialist,  for  the  man  who  stakes 
his  livelihood  on  his  ability  to  achieve  this  perspective. 


CHAPTER    EIGHT 
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IT  WOULD  BE   FOOLISH   TO    IGNORE   THE   POSSIBILITY    OF    SOME 

occasional  misunderstandings.  Differences  of  opinion  are 
bound  to  arise  among  people  keyed  to  high  enthusiasms. 
There  is  likely  to  be  no  lack  of  outspoken  comment,  favorable 
or  unfavorable,  in  an  endeavor  which  frowns  upon  repressions 
and  gives  little  encouragement  to  inhibitions.  The  theatre  is  a 
medium  for  self-expression,  and  if  sufEcient  opportunities  are 
not  available  in  public  performance  it  is  not  surprising  if  the 
pent-up  energy  finds  an  outlet  in,  so  to  speak,  extracurricular 
channels. 

The  political  leader  is  frequently  able  to  silence  an  excep- 
tionally vocal  opponent  by  appointing  him  to  a  post  of  re- 
sponsibility within  the  party  machine.  The  theatre  director 
cannot  dispose  of  his  critics  so  easily.  There  are  just  not  enough 
leading  roles  to  go  around. 

I  use  the  word  "misunderstanding"  not  with  any  idea  of 
cynical  understatement,  but  because  inability  to  understand 
the  other  fellow's  viewpoint  is  the  root  cause  of  all  differences 
of  opinion,  whether  between  nations  or  individuals.  The  rea- 
son why  a  difference  is  allowed  to  continue  and  develop  into  a 
serious  breach  is  that  the  proper  measures  for  its  removal  are 
not  taken  early  enough.  A  misapprehension  becomes  a  griev- 
ance, and  from  this  to  a  complete  break  in  relations  is  only  a 
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matter  of  time.  The  cause  of  the  misunderstanding  should  be 
removed  as  soon  as  the  first  difference  of  opinion  arises. 

Without  going  to  the  extent  of  proclaiming  the  inevitability 
of  actual  dissension  we  may  as  well  face  the  fact  that  it  may 
arise,  as  it  does  in  even  the  happiest  of  relationships. 

Most  of  the  little  discords  within  the  theatre  are  usually 
microscopic  in  their  beginnings.  They  would  make  the  average 
marital  disputation  about  bathroom  precedence  look  like  a 
case  for  the  Supreme  Court.  But,  while  the  majority  of  hus- 
bands and  wives  at  least  strive  for  agreement,  the  theatre  dis- 
putants all  too  frequently  thrive  on  vendetta. 

Jealousy  among  the  leading  ladies  may  sometimes  assume 
the  proportions  of  a  feud.  The  causes  of  the  friction  may  be 
deep  rooted  and  may  not  arise  from  any  sins  of  omission  nor 
commission  on  the  director's  part.  If  he  finds  himself  on  the 
side  lines  he  is  well  advised  to  stay  there.  If,  however,  he  has 
cast  actress  "A"  in  a  role  that  was  coveted  by  "B"  he  cannot 
remain  aloof,  and  some  explanation  from  him  will  be  expected. 
Whatever  his  skill  in  the  art  of  conference  he  will  do  well  to 
offer  the  aggrieved  lady  more  than  honeyed  words.  The  prom- 
ise of  an  equally  good  part  in  the  next  production  will  be  more 
productive  than  a  wealth  of  explanation. 

Honesty  and  frankness  are  recommended,  but  not  to  an 
extreme.  For  instance,  very  few  theatres  undertake  to  furnish, 
either  by  rental  or  borrowing,  the  women's  wardrobe  for  a 
modem-dress  production.  If  "X"  is  the  best  actress  available 
for  the  lead  in,  for  example,  Lady  In  The  Dark,  but  is  known  to 
have  an  inadequate  wardrobe,  then  "Y,"  the  lesser  actress  but 
possessed  of  the  wealthier  husband,  may  be  awarded  the  role. 
In  this  case  an  over-frank  statement  of  the  reasons  for  passing 
"X"  by  would  be  cruel.  The  tactful  director  will  find  an  expla- 
nation both  adequate  and  kind. 

Quite  sizable  vendettas  may  arise  among  the  backstage  con- 
tingent, particularly  so  in  the  department  concerned  with  stage 
decoration.  Possibly  some  perfectly  appalling  specimen  of  the 
genus  bibelot  may  be  brought  in  at  the  last  minute.  To  the 
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A  brusque  lejection  oi  the  offering  is  quite  /ustifiable 
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director,  overwhelmed  with  anxieties  and  immersed  in  a  sea  of 
details,  there  is  no  time  for  a  long  explanation  as  to  why  the 
object  in  question  is  supremely  unsuitable.  Maybe  a  brusque 
rejection  of  the  offering  is  quite  justifiable,  but  this  cavalier 
treatment  will  not  be  relished  by  the  unfortunate  volunteer 
who  may  have  spent  days  tracking  down  her  prize. 

Of  course  with  proper  organization  the  director  should  never 
be  reduced  to  such  a  condition  of  desperation.  He  should  have 
his  staff  so  organized  that  someone  is  responsible  for  the  rejec- 
tion of  the  unsuitable  property.  If  the  staff  heads  are  capable 
they  will  themselves  veto  the  unwanted  trophy  and  so  remove 
from  the  director  the  danger  of  incurring  the  lifelong  emnity 
of  some  well-meaning  contributor.  Moreover,  if  the  production 
staff  is  functioning  according  to  plan  these  decorating  prob- 
lems will  have  been  solved  in  good  time  and  not  allowed  to 
become  the  subjects  of  last-minute  decisions.  Unfortunately 
the  ideal  setup  does  occasionally  fail  of  realization,  but  at  least 
the  final  dress  rehearsal  should  start  with  everything  in  place, 
with  nothing  to  be  moved  or  changed  from  there  on. 

I  have  mentioned  this  adherence  to  a  deadline  as  one  of  the 
stage  manager's  responsibilities.  Apart  from  its  value  to  the 
production  in  general,  such  adequate  preparation  will,  believe 
me,  remove  many  causes  for  small  personal  grievances,  hurt 
feelings,  and  the  other  trifling  seeds  of  a  major  dissension. 

It  should  be  remembered  that  the  final  rehearsals  proceed 
in  an  almost  violent  crescendo,  climaxing  in  the  opening  per- 
formance. Excitement  is  rising,  temperament  has  full  play,  and 
hearts  are  being  worn  on  sleeves.  It  is  no  time  for  anything  but 
unanimity,  for  cooperation  and  harmony.  Let  the  production 
workers— in  every  department— remember  this  and  have  their 
work  finished  and  approved  in  good  time.  And  let  the  director, 
too,  be  on  his  guard.  Whatever  his  inner  feelings,  let  him 
present  to  his  little  world  an  exterior  of  unruffled  calm;  how- 
ever jangled  his  nerves,  let  him  be  ready  only  with  the  word  of 
sympathy  and  approbation. 

Even  exercising  what  he  believes  to  be  supreme  self-control 
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the  director  may,  in  the  flurry  and  confusion  of  preparation, 
make  a  remark  not  calculated  to  improve  amity,  or  he  may  even 
fail  to  say  anything  at  all  when  some  comment  was  expected. 
Unfortunately  he  is  not  always  taken  to  task,  in  friendship 
and  frankness,  by  the  offended  party  nor  does  he  have  an  in- 
termediary who  can  salve  wounded  feelings  before  it  is  too  late. 
Most  of  the  time  the  director  may  be  quite  unconscious  of 
having  given  offense  and  would  actually  value  information 
about  his  shortcomings.  He  might  well  consider  appointing  a 
Keeper  of  His  Conscience  to  notify  him  when  some  misappre- 
hension has  arisen,  and  tell  him  how  it  came  about,  so  that 
he  may  remove  the  danger  before  it  spreads. 

To  be  unduly  sensitive  to  the  possibilities  of  discord  would 
be  to  meet  trouble  halfway,  which  is  as  unproductive  as  the 
practice  of  digging  up  a  plant  every  day  to  make  sure  the  roots 
are  still  alive.  There  is  no  need  for  the  director  to  assume  that 
he  is  at  fault  whenever  any  disturbance  arises,  nor  constantly  to 
intervene  in  disputes  that  are  not  his  concern,  but  if  he  actually 
does  become  involved  or  discovers  that  he  has  unwittingly 
given  rise  to  a  misapprehension  of  any  kind  he  should  act 
quickly  for  his  own  good  and  that  of  the  theatre.  He  need  not 
start  off  by  offering  to  take  the  blame,  but  he  ought  to  dis- 
cover where  it  lies  and  spare  no  pains  to  restore  harmony.  An 
intelligent  social  instinct  should  prevent  his  carrying  mea 
culpa  to  extremes. 

These  trivial  injuries  to  feelings  look  very  small  in  retrospect 
but  they  have  a  way  of  becoming  magnified  to  grotesque  pro- 
portions unless  they  receive  prompt  treatment.  They  may  en- 
gender the  gravest  discord  unless  brought  out  into  the  open 
with  explanations  and  apologies  exchanged  and  accepted.  If 
the  suggestion  does  not  sound  too  cynical,  it  might  be  wise  to 
have  a  third  party,  the  more  influential  and  disinterested  the 
better,  present  when  these  little  smoke  clouds  are  being  cleared 
away.  An  unprejudiced  witness  to  the  ventilation  may  be  valu- 
able to  prevent  misquotation,  which  is  why  reconciliation  by 
telephone  is  rarely  satisfactory. 
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The  members  of  the  board  of  trustees  may  disagree  violently 
but  soon  reconcile  their  differences  because,  as  sensible  peo- 
ple, they  realize  they  have  to  go  on  working  together.  Their 
bickering  is  a  private  affair  even  though  it  takes  place  in  a 
board  meeting.  It  concerns  no  one  but  themselves;  the  theatre 
policy  will  eventually  be  decided  by  majority  vote  of  the  trus- 
tees. Two  players  may  be  at  odds  over  some  imagined  stage 
discourtesy  or  selfish  behavior  in  the  dressing-room.  If  they 
don't  stop  feuding  very  promptly  on  their  own  initiative  their 
fellow-actors  will  take  a  hand  in  the  settlement.  These  little 
calamities  are  rarely  of  long  life. 

But  when  the  director  is  a  party  to  a  dispute  or  is  held  re- 
sponsible for  some  injury  to  feelings,  real  or  imaginary,  the 
outcome  may  be  more  serious.  Perhaps  it  is  one  of  the  penalties 
of  the  certain  kind  of  prominence  which  a  theatre  leader  en- 
joys that  his  slightest  word  is  recorded  and  repeated  with  ampli- 
fication, and  every  nuance  of  his  voice  is  capable  of  a  hundred 
misinterpretations. 

The  art  of  conference  is  difficult  in  disputes  involving  the 
director  because  both  parties  (the  director  not  being  guiltless) 
frequently  feel  no  urgent  compulsion  to  settle  the  quarrel  and 
resume  normal  fellowship.  Both  of  the  contestants  far  too  fre- 
quently revel  in  their  masochism  and  allow  the  grievance  to 
fester  and  spread,  ignoring  the  consequences  to  general  morale. 
The  amateurs,  pursuing  an  avocation,  may  be  permitted  to 
nurse  a  grievance,  but  the  professional,  charged  with  the  duty 
of  maintaining  morale  and  playing  no  favorites,  must  deny 
himself  this  luxury. 

In  addition  to  the  perils  of  these  small  private  affairs  there  is 
always  the  possible  danger  of  a  serious  disagreement  on  policy. 
Even  a  contract  which  is  specific  in  its  outline  of  responsibili- 
ties may  be  in  need  of  reinterpretation  from  time  to  time.  In 
any  case  a  theatre  procedure  should  not  be  so  inflexible  as  to 
admit  of  no  adjustments  or  variations. 

When  a  fundamental  divergence  of  opinion  on  policy  or 
procedure  becomes  evident  the  director's  course  is  clear.  He 


Cards  on  the  Table  8j 

should  lay  the  facts  squarely  before  the  board  of  trustees  and 
unless  he  can  persuade  them  to  his  point  of  view  he  should 
either  accept  their  ruling  with  a  good  grace  or  tender  his  resig- 
nation. 

When  the  board's  ruling  is  in  too  violent  conflict  with  his 
principles  he  has  no  option  but  to  resign.  If  he  persists  in  try- 
ing to  administer  the  theatre  in  a  way  contrary  to  the  expressed 
wishes  of  the  trustees  and  in  violation  of  the  terms  of  his  con- 
tract he  should  be  given  the  opportunity  to  resign  at  the  end 
of  the  current  season.  If  he  fails  to  take  advantage  of  this  face- 
saving  device  he  should  be  notified  that  his  services  will  not  be 
required  the  following  year.  I  know  of  at  least  one  director  who 
refused  to  resign  and  insisted  upon  the  more  drastic  step  being 
taken  because,  as  he  said,  it  would  be  a  mark  of  distinction  to 
be  "fired"  by  such  a  group. 

I  cannot  help  believing  that  a  few  more  of  these  compulsory 
"adjustments"  would  be  healthy  for  the  national  picture. 
There  are  of  course  many  theatres  which  have  employed  the 
same  director  for  ten  or  more  consecutive  seasons.  In  some 
cases  these  men  have  set  the  indelible  stamp  of  their  per- 
sonality upon  the  groups  they  lead  and  they  would  be  diflEcult 
to  replace.  On  the  other  hand  there  are  many  communities 
where  the  director,  to  put  it  quite  charitably,  has  outlived  his 
usefulness,  has  said  all  he  has  to  say  to  that  particular  audience, 
and  whose  tenure  is  only  secured  by  a  constant  series  of  com- 
promises which  militate  against  a  really  aggressive  program  for 
his  theatre.  His  community  needs  a  change  and  so  does  he.  If 
he  were  to  take  his  courage  in  both  hands  and  indicate  a  desire 
to  seek  fresh  fields  he  might  discover  much  greater  potentiali- 
ties in  new  surroundings  and  among  untried  acquaintances. 

The  dangers  of  inertia  are  almost  as  great  as  those  of  discord. 
Complacency,  whether  on  the  part  of  the  director  or  the  gov- 
erning body,  is  one  of  the  deadly  sins.  There  should  be  a  more 
frequent  reexamination  of  the  theatre's  position  and  at  least  an 
annual  restatement  of  their  respective  aims  by  both  parties  to 
the  contract.  When  it  is  discovered  that  they  no  longer  see  eye 
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to  eye,  let  them  arrange  an  amicable  parting  of  the  ways  with 
no  hard  feelings  and  the  minimum  of  publicity.  In  that  way 
both  self-respect  and  mutual  respect  will  be  increased. 

If  the  director  is  chafing  under  restrictions,  but  is  unwilling 
to  resign  because  of  the  possible  disturbance  to  his  domestic 
affairs  or  the  fear  of  being  unemployed,  he  is  not  functioning 
at  the  maximum  of  his  efficiency.  Neither  is  he  being  true  to 
his  ideals. 

If  the  trustees  are  not  getting  what  they  want  but  are  un- 
willing, because  of  consideration  for  an  employee,  to  let  him 
go— or  if  they  coast  along,  preferring  rather  to  bear  the  ills 
they  have  than  fly  to  others  that  they  know  not  of— then  they 
are  failing  in  their  duty  to  their  community. 

There  is  no  virtue  in  maintaining  harmony,  in  keeping  fences 
in  repair,  if  the  only  objective  is  to  retire  behind  a  wall  of 
complacency.  Amity,  friendly  relations,  and  a  smooth  organiza- 
tion are  only  the  means,  never  the  end. 


CHAPTER    NINE 


"Let  Me  Play  the  Lion,  Too" 
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ONE  OF   THE  LEAST  STANDARDIZED   OF   PRODUCTION  PROCEDURES 

is  the  selection  of  the  cast.  Many  methods  are  in  vogue,  all  of 
them  attended  by  some  degree  of  tribulation.  The  process  of 
weeding  out  the  unsuitable  applicants  is  an  anxious  time  for 
the  players  and  very  much  of  an  ordeal  for  the  director.  He 
needs  the  courage  of  his  convictions  at  this  stage  as  at  no  other. 

Governing  all  plans  for  the  casting  of  a  play  is  the  fairly 
sound  assumption  that  there  will  be  more  players  than  parts, 
that  no  one  will  need  coaxing  to  undertake  a  role.  There  are 
exceptions  to  this  state  of  affairs,  but  the  rule  is  that  most 
communities  have  only  to  hang  out  the  sign  "Casting  Tonight" 
to  have  just  about  as  many  eager  applicants  as  they  can  contain 
in  the  auditorium. 

Moreover  these  volunteers  will  not  always  have  the  gift  of 
seeing  themselves  as  the  director  sees  them;  some  of  them  will 
start  the  evening  with  their  mind  set  on  "Pyramus"  and  then 
see  greater  possibilities  in  "Thisbe"  as  the  reading  progresses. 
When  there  is  no  great  surge  of  popular  approval  for  their 
treatment  of  either  part,  they  will  be  quick  to  offer  to  play  the 
lion,  too.  Shakespeare  could  not  possibly  have  foreseen  the 
American  community  theatre,  but  Peter  Quince  lives  over 
again  in  the  person  of  every  civic  director  who  has  to  assemble 
a  cast  and  make  each  member  of  it  believe  he  has  the  most 
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effective  role  in  the  play.  Present-day  directors  would  do  well  to 
study  Quince's  methods  of  disciplining  the  temperamental 
Bottom:  "You  can  play  no  other  part  but  Pyramus;  for  Pyra- 
mus  is  a  sweet-faced  man;  a  proper  man,  as  one  shall  see  in  a 
summer's  day;  a  most  lovely,  gentleman-like  man;  therefore, 
you  must  needs  play  Pyramus." 

Exquisite  tact!  And  flattery  none-too-subtle  but  mightily  ef- 
fective. Bottom  and  his  posterity  have  never  given  another 
thought  to  the  lion  after  a  pep  talk  like  that. 

For  reasons  which  will  be  discussed  more  fully  later  in  this 
chapter  we  are  assuming  that  the  director  has  a  completely 
free  hand  in  the  selection  of  his  players.  In  this  case  his  re- 
sponsibility is  to  preserve  the  democratic  processes,  to  make 
his  choices  openly  and  fearlessly,  and  to  be  entirely  without 
prejudice  against  anything  or  anybody.  His  only  consideration 
will  be  the  best  interests  of  the  production. 

The  most  widely  used  method  is  the  public  tryout.  This  is 
upheld  as  an  expression  of  the  democratic  principle  which  will 
insure  that  all  roles  are  awarded  on  merit  as  evidenced  in  fair 
competition.  A  public  tryout  is  therefore  required  procedure 
for  a  theatre  which  preaches  "wide  participation."  Any  other 
method  of  allotting  the  roles  would  be  repugnant  to  a  group 
which  proclaims  a  policy  of  opportunity  for  all. 

Directors  of  theatres  with  more  highly  critical  audiences  will 
take  the  utmost  pains  to  secure  the  most  suitable  cast  by  any 
and  all  means  at  their  command.  These  directors  may  use  the 
public  tryout  system  with  modifications.  The  two  or  three 
principal  roles  may  perhaps  be  allotted  some  time  previous  to 
the  public  demonstration  and  when  the  general  host  of  appli- 
cants appears  these  selected  players  may  be  called  upon  to  read 
their  assigned  parts,  while  the  unassigned  roles  are  read  around 
by  the  other  members  of  the  acting  roster.  Many  directors  feel 
that  the  presence  of  the  more  skilled  players,  especially  after 
they  have  had  a  chance  to  spend  time  studying  their  parts,  pro- 
vides a  great  deal  of  inspiration  for  the  less  experienced  readers. 

A  still  nearer  approach  to  the  professional  theatre's  method, 
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that  of  personal  interview,  is  used  by  some  directors.  This  is 
the  custom  of  keeping  very  complete  files  on  all  their  available 
players  and  then  merely  inviting  the  people  they  consider  most 
suitable  to  make  up  the  cast. 

The  successful  working  of  any  of  tihiese  plans  depends  upon 
the  temperament  of  the  director  and  how  shrewdly  he  can 
adapt  himself  to  the  local  tradition  established  before  his  ar- 
rival. Whatever  else  he  may  desire  to  change,  by  methods 
direct  or  indirect,  he  is  cautioned  to  proceed  slowly  with  any 
alterations  in  the  casting  procedure.  Any  sudden  application 
of  revolutionary  techniques  in  this  department  is  likely  to  be 
fiercely  resisted.  An  incoming  director  might  have  the  green- 
room redecorated  in  pink,  forbid  all  applause,  and  wear  his  hair 
in  braids  with  much  more  safety  than  he  could  attempt  to 
tamper  with  established  custom  in  respect  to  casting  the  plays. 

Back  of  the  universally  deep-rooted  affection  for  the  public 
tryout  is  the  theory  that  all  volunteers,  as  amateurs  pursuing  an 
avocation,  must  be  treated  alike,  and  that  anyone  who  wishes 
to  take  part  must  submit  to  a  competitive  examination  each 
and  every  time  a  play  is  to  be  cast.  Recognized  ability  or  previ- 
ous achievement  is  not  to  be  taken  for  granted  or  evaluated. 
Only  those  players  who  present  themselves  and  take  their 
chances  are  to  receive  consideration. 

In  theory,  of  course,  this  is  a  laudable  idea,  but  it  does  not 
always  succeed  in  practice  because  it  takes  no  account  of  the 
"star"  complex,  which  amiable  human  weakness  is  not  con- 
fined to  the  professional  stage.  Many  nonprofessional  actors 
have  a  very  real  comprehension  of  their  own  talents,  their 
drawing  power,  and  their  general  indispensability.  It  is  useless 
for  the  idealists  to  deplore  such  an  "undemocratic"  attitude  on 
the  part  of  their  fellow  citizens.  It  is  foolish  for  the  trustees  to 
pass  resolutions  in  order  to  dragoon  the  "stars"  into  compli- 
ance with  their  rules.  Both  director  and  trustees  will  be  wise  to 
accept  the  fact  that  this  complex  is  pretty  well  universal  and 
make  the  best  of  it. 

I  remember  calling  one  very  talented  player  to  give  him  an 
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invitation  to  a  tryout.  Admittedly  it  was  not  his  particular  type 
of  play  and  he  knew  it,  but  my  idea  was  that  such  a  skilled 
reader  as  he  was  might  help  to  encourage  some  of  the  neo- 
phytes whom  I  expected  to  show  up  for  the  public  reading. 
"Not  on  your  life,"  said  this  veteran.  "I  know  better  ways  to 
spend  an  evening  than  watching  paralytics  stumble  around  the 
stage  and  listening  to  illiterates  ruining  good  dialogue."  When 
I  pointed  out  that  I  took  a  less  pessimistic  view  of  the  eve- 
ning's prospects  he  retorted:  "Of  course  they  will  look  different 
to  you;  it's  your  job  to  put  up  with  that  kind  of  thing.  You 
know  what  I  can  do.  When  you  have  a  part  you  really  want  me 
to  play,  call  me  up  and  I  promise  you  I'll  do  it." 

He  was  not  the  only  player  in  that  city  who  took  that  atti- 
tude. I  discovered  that  the  "star"  system  had  been  sanctioned 
by  usage  and  tradition,  and  the  realistic  thing  for  me  to  do  was 
to  accept  it,  plan  accordingly,  and  endeavor  by  patience  and 
subtlety  to  bring  about  some  change  in  the  course  of  time.  The 
players  who  took  this  stand  were  not  "choosy";  they  really 
trusted  my  judgment,  and  none  of  them  ever  refused  a  prof- 
fered part  all  the  time  I  was  there.  But  they  would  not  come  to 
tryouts  of  the  kind  I  had  planned.  Their  resistance  was  eventu- 
ally broken  down  by  the  adoption  of  the  modified  procedure, 
that  is,  of  having  the  selected  leads  read  with  the  general  body 
of  applicants. 

If  public  readings  are  conducted  according  to  the  letter  of  a 
broadly  democratic  plan  the  business  of  casting  may  take  a 
long  time.  Seventy-five  or  a  hundred  people  cannot  be  given  a 
fair  hearing  in  one  session.  Some  of  them  will  have  to  be  asked 
to  return  the  following  evening  and  the  winnowing  process 
may  go  on  for  days.  Yet  the  plan  can  only  be  regarded  as  suc- 
cessful in  principle  and  practice  if  the  public  readings  are 
attended  by  overwhelming  numbers,  by  "the  full  strength  of 
the  company"  as  the  old  melodrama  playbills  expressed  it. 

Of  course  the  attendance  at  the  public  readings  is  never  as 
complete  as  the  record  of  available  players  would  indicate.  The 
first  turnout  of  the  season,  particularly  when  there  is  a  new 
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director,  may  overflow  the  auditorium,  but  tryout  attendance 
will  taper  off  to  a  trickle  during  the  year.  It  would  severely 
handicap  the  director  if  he  had  to  make  his  selection  only 
from  those  who  presented  themselves  and  ignore  both  the 
"stars"  and  the  diffident  ones  who  stayed  away.  The  logical  but 
completely  unthinkable  conclusion  of  such  a  policy  would  be 
that  the  season  would  invariably  open  with  something  on  the 
scale  of  Street  Scene  and  end,  after  a  rapid  diminuendo  in  the 
size  of  the  casts,  with  Jealousy  or  even  a  monodrama. 

The  second  plan— the  modification  of  the  open  reading— 
does  not  offend  the  community  spirit  nor  deprive  the  talented 
beginner  of  an  opportunity.  It  is  practical  because  the  director, 
vwth  perhaps  less  than  four  weeks  in  which  to  rehearse  a  play, 
protects  himself  by  making  sure  that  two  or  three  of  his  most 
skilled  players  are  available  for  the  leading  roles  and  even  by 
having  discussed  the  interpretation  with  the  actors  before  ask- 
ing them  to  lead  the  public  readings. 

This  question  of  availability  is  important.  If  the  entire  sea- 
son's repertory  has  been  chosen  in  advance,  the  director  can 
negotiate  with  the  key  players  and  have  some  assurance  that 
they  will  be  willing  to  play  this  or  that  part,  moreover  that 
their  business  or  domestic  obligations  will  not  interfere  with 
concentration  on  rehearsals.  Happily  married  leading  ladies  are 
apt  to  have  periodical  additions  to  their  families;  popular 
young  businessmen  will  attend  conventions  or  have  to  make 
out-of-town  trips  on  more  prosaic  business;  even  the  character 
actors  have  their  own  private  lives.  The  more  valuable  a  player 
the  greater  are  the  chances  that  he  or  she  is  also  a  busy  citizen 
involved  in  a  dozen  or  more  civic  and  personal  enterprises 
which  make  conflicting  demands  upon  time  and  energies. 
With  these  people  the  theatre  does  not  always  come  first. 

Under  this  second  plan  the  director  will  have  offered  the 
more  important  parts  to  the  best  available  players  some  weeks 
ahead  of  the  public  reading,  will  have  discussed  and  analyzed 
the  characterizations,  and  urged  the  actors  to  start  memorizing 
if  need  be.  He  will  then  ask  them  to  attend  the  tryout  and 
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make  no  secret  of  the  fact  that  they  are  to  play  certain  roles. 
This  is  preferable,  in  my  opinion,  to  allowing  the  less  experi- 
enced aspirants  to  struggle  with  parts  beyond  their  range  and  it 
will  permit  them,  instead,  to  concentrate  upon  characterizing 
the  roles  they  have  more  chance  of  playing.  It  also  prevents 
disappointment,  as  the  anticipations  of  these  young  players  are 
not  so  likely  to  be  dashed  to  the  ground. 

There  will  not  be  unanimous  agreement  with  this  suggested 
procedure.  Some  directors  believe  that  the  beginners  will  show 
to  greater  advantage  in  reading  for  roles  that  are  manifestly 
beyond  their  powers  or  experience,  that  offer  them  a  chal- 
lenge. These  directors  will  allow  the  self-conscious  ingenue  to 
read  a  big  scene  opposite  the  player  already  cast  in  the  leading 
male  part,  or  ask  the  hesitant  juvenile  to  try  a  love  scene  with 
the  local  Cornell.  Sometimes  the  tyros  rise  to  the  occasion,  but 
much  more  frequently  they  don't,  and  in  the  meantime  the 
minutes  are  fleeting,  the  schedule  is  inexorable,  and  the  direc- 
tor is  impatient  to  complete  the  cast  and  get  to  work. 

The  third  method  in  frankly  autocratic,  but  is  perhaps  the 
only  possible  one  for  a  director  operating  on  a  "tight  sched- 
ule." The  director  knows  the  available  acting  strength  of  his 
group,  negotiates  with  the  people  he  considers  best  suited,  and 
calls  the  cast  together.  This  sounds  easy— autocracy  always 
seems  simple— but  to  rely  solely  upon  such  a  plan  the  director 
must  possess  an  up-to-the-minute  filing  system,  a  long  mem- 
ory, some  intuitive  genius,  and  the  complete  confidence  of  his 
trustees,  to  say  nothing  of  a  saintly  humility  when  fading  stars, 
passed  over  in  the  shuffle,  begin  to  attack  him. 

As  an  adjunct  to  all  these  methods  some  form  of  personal 
interview  or  private  reading  is  often  desirable.  In  the  profes- 
sional theatre  such  a  method  is  used  almost  exclusively.  In  a 
personal  interview  an  atmosphere  of  ease  and  informality  can 
be  created  while  the  play  is  discussed  and  the  player  encour- 
aged to  make  his  or  her  contribution.  If  these  interviews  take 
place  in  the  director's  office  or  in  a  rehearsal  room  where  the 
actors  can  move  around  they  will  not  be  so  self-conscious  about 
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emotional  expression.  This  intimate  drawing-out  of  the  player 
is  impossible  in  a  public  tryout  where  only  the  highly  experi- 
enced player  will  be  sufficiently  free  of  inhibitions  to  deliver  a 
convincing  reading,  and  the  chances  are  that  such  glibness  may 
well  represent  the  full  extent  of  that  performer's  powers.  Many 
amateurs  do  their  best  work  at  a  first  reading  and  never  even 
equal  it  in  actual  performance. 

Some  good  readers  of  my  acquaintance  must  be  excused 
from  this  sweeping  indictment.  They  profess  to  like  the  atmos- 
phere of  a  public  reading,  are  inspired  by  the  presence  of  even 
a  ragged  audience  of  sympathizers  and  competitors,  and  prefer 
to  make  their  bid  in  this  way  rather  than  through  individual 
private  interviews.  They  vote  for  a  compromise  whereby  the 
director  would  call  together  a  skeleton  cast  and  let  them  read 
together.  Possibly  the  players  would  switch  parts  many  times 
in  the  course  of  the  evening,  but  always  they  would  draw  a 
great  deal  of  inspiration  from  the  interplay  with  their  equally 
competent  opposites.  Such  a  procedure  as  this  is  frequently 
adopted  by  those  directors  who  omit  the  public  reading.  Arbi- 
trary first  choices  may  prove  to  be  unsatisfactory  when  viewed 
in  relation  to  the  other  players,  and  it  is  well  to  delay  an- 
nouncement of  the  final  selection  until  a  few  of  these  tentative 
readings  have  been  held.  It  is  much  easier  to  relieve  a  player 
during  this  probationary  period  than  after  the  play  is  in  move- 
ment, and  the  few  days  spent  in  this  trial  process  cannot  be 
regarded  as  wasted  because  each  meeting  serves  to  clarify  the 
director's  plan  for  the  characterizations  and  to  familiarize  the 
real  nucleus  of  the  cast  with  the  play's  content. 

If  changes  have  to  be  made,  especially  after  rehearsals  are 
well  under  way,  the  unsatisfactory  player  must  be  relieved  of 
his  part  in  a  manner  that  will  not  damage  his  self-respect.  Even 
the  most  temperamental  actors  are  basically  unselfish  and  rea- 
sonable if  they  are  satisfied  that  the  director  is  acting  in  their 
best  interests  and  is  himself  unselfish.  There  is  no  need  for 
elaborate  prevarication.  An  honest  appreciation  of  the  actor's 
effort  to  succeed  in  his  task,  and  a  confession  that  the  director's 
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judgment  has  been  at  fault  is  the  best  way.  The  parting  of  the 
ways  must  come  with  perfect  friendhness  and  both  sides  must 
be  in  agreement  that  the  best  course  is  being  pursued.  The 
director  should  then  find  the  right  part  for  the  displaced  player 
at  the  first  possible  opportunity,  preferably  in  the  following 
production.  I  would  recommend  that  after  such  a  painful  ne- 
cessity as  the  requested  resignation  of  a  player  the  director 
explain  the  circumstances  to  the  entire  cast,  giving  due  credit 
to  the  removed  actor,  praising  his  sporting  attitude  and  asking 
for  sympathetic  co-operation  with  the  new  player  who  has 
stepped  into  the  breach.  If  another  member  of  the  cast  has  to 
be  dropped  either  from  this  or  any  subsequent  production  he 
will  accept  his  dismissal  with  a  better  grace  when  he  recalls  the 
dignified  style  of  these  proceedings.  Above  all,  no  director 
should  ever  be  guilty  of  expressing  satisfaction  at  having  rid 
himself  of  a  poor  actor  or  a  bad  trouper.  The  reason  given,  in 
public  and  in  private,  must  always  be  the  welfare  of  the  play 
and  nothing  else. 

The  occasional  necessity  for  dropping  a  player  is  the  final 
argument  against  the  practice  of  casting  by  a  committee.  Actors 
much  prefer  their  selection  to  be  the  result  of  a  professional 
estimate  of  their  ability.  Conversely  they  will  accept  their 
conge  much  more  cheerfully  from  the  director  than  at  the 
hands  of  a  group  of  their  fellow  members.  It  would  be  in- 
supportable for  a  committee  to  select  and  the  director  to  reject, 
or  vice  versa.  The  possibilities  of  such  a  tangle  of  conflicting 
authorities  are  too  appalling  to  contemplate. 

To  put  it  quite  bluntly,  hiring  and  firing  must  be  in  the 
hands  of  the  one  competent  authority.  The  director's  back  is 
broad  enough  to  carry  this  burden  without  any  help. 

On  the  other  hand,  a  committee  which  would  operate  to 
assist  the  director  in  the  discovery  of  new  players,  urging  them 
to  attend  tryouts  or  to  make  appointments  with  the  director 
for  a  private  reading,  is  of  immense  value.  The  members  of 
such  a  committee  can  provide  an  atmosphere  of  hospitality  at 
the  public  readings,  greeting  newcomers,  persuading  the  bash- 
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ful  ones  to  come  forward,  recording  names  and  addresses  and 
perhaps  giving  the  director  the  benefit  of  their  impressions 
when  the  reading  is  over.  Every  director  will  be  appreciative  of 
such  help.  He,  himself,  will  need  to  give  undivided  attention  to 
the  people  who  are  reading,  and  even  though  he  is  the  soul  of 
courtesy  he  cannot  interrupt  this  concentration  to  make  small 
talk  with  every  late  arrival,  whether  an  invaluable  veteran  or  a 
promising  newcomer.  He  will,  naturally,  want  to  meet  person- 
ally all  who  attend,  but  only  at  a  time  when  the  happenings  on 
the  stage  do  not  demand  his  watchful  eye  and  attentive  ear. 

Proper  organization  of  the  tryout  sessions  along  these  lines 
will  do  much  to  mitigate  the  suspense  and  anguish  which  is 
often  attendant  upon  such  occasions.  When  Viola  said  "what 
is  yours  to  bestow  is  not  yours  to  reserve"  she  might  well  have 
been  thinking  of  the  casting  authority.  The  director,  who  usu- 
ally takes  quite  seriously  his  responsibility  of  omnipotence  in 
the  bestowal  of  roles,  should  always  act  graciously  in  the  with- 
holding of  opportunities.  It  is  just  as  important  to  "reserve"  as 
it  is  to  bestow,  and  failure  to  do  so  with  the  proper  dignity  is 
a  dereliction  of  duty. 

A  director  should  never  forget  that  for  some  of  the  neophytes 
it  has  taken  a  supreme  summoning-up  of  courage  to  present 
themselves  at  all.  Also,  for  many  experienced  players  a  tryout 
is  an  ordeal  which  never  fails  to  produce  queasiness  and  mental 
distress.  But  these  veterans  know  that  it  takes  supreme  self- 
confidence  to  be  an  actor  of  any  kind.  Butterflies-in-the- 
stomach  is  an  occupational  disease  much  more  common  on 
Broadway  than  on  Main  Street,  but  professionals  have  learned 
to  brace  themselves,  to  rise  above  such  involuntary  nervous 
annoyances.  However  terrifying  the  atmosphere  of  a  tryout  to 
the  sensitive  soul,  it  is  as  nothing  compared  to  the  anguish  of 
an  opening  night.  The  nonprofessional  must  learn  to  give  a 
good  account  of  himself  under  any  circumstances  and  the  try- 
out is  a  good  time  to  begin. 

Most  community  theatres  are  at  present  enjoying  unex- 
ampled prosperity  and  are  playing  almost  tvvdce  the  number  of 
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performances  they  presented  five  years  ago.  A  schedule  predi- 
cated on  a  week's  run,  followed  by  a  week  of  tryouts  and  inter- 
views and  three  weeks  of  intensive  rehearsal  used  to  space  the 
opening  of  the  seven  productions  about  five  weeks  apart.  Now- 
adays the  plays  are  running  two  weeks  or  even  longer  in  many 
cases,  and  three  weeks  is  still  the  absolute  minimum  for  ade- 
quate rehearsal.  Casting  for  the  subsequent  play  must  be  done 
during  the  run  of  the  current  one  and,  as  few  groups  possess 
any  rehearsal  accommodation  other  than  their  auditorium,  re- 
hearsals cannot  start  until  each  production  has  closed.  Three 
or  four  days  spent  in  readings  and  interviews  v^dll  upset  the 
delicate  balance  of  this  timetable,  the  productions  will  be 
under-rehearsed  and  standards  will  suffer. 

Some  theatres  have  solved  this  problem  by  reducing  the 
number  of  productions,  from  eight  to  seven,  seven  to  six,  and 
so  on.  As  far  as  my  information  goes  they  have  not  lowered 
their  subscription  price,  and  this  increase  in  the  pro-rata  cost 
of  their  admissions  has  not  been  resented  by  the  membership 
who  willingly  make  this  contribution  to  rising  production 
costs.  The  reduced  schedule  gives  the  director  more  time  to 
cast  and  rehearse  each  production  and  so  maintain  his  stand- 
ards. 

Directors  of  other  theatres  have  discovered  ways  to  pay 
homage  to  the  principle  of  general  tryouts  without  allowing  it 
to  delay  their  timetable.  One  highly  practical  scheme  begins 
with  a  high  pressure  campaign  to  invite  every  possible  player  to 
a  series  of  tryouts  before  the  season  begins.  At  these  sessions 
no  particular  play  is  read,  but  the  applicants,  particularly  if 
they  claim  little  or  no  experience,  are  encouraged  to  take  part 
in  improvisations  and  to  read  effective  scenes  from  a  varied 
assortment  of  plays.  The  committee  assisting  the  director 
makes  a  very  complete  record  of  their  achievements  in  these 
parts,  and  unless  the  director  plans  to  cast  them  in  the  first 
play,  invites  them  to  come  back  at  a  later  date. 

This  group,  usually  of  younger  people  but  not  by  any  means 
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exclusively  so,  becomes  the  Workshop  Group,  and  either  the 
Assistant  Director  (if  there  is  a  professional  stafif  member  per- 
forming these  duties)  or  some  of  the  experienced  players 
around  the  theatre  will  undertake  to  direct  them  in  some  one- 
act  plays.  Sometimes  they  will  serve  as  understudies  for  the 
main  cast  and  perform  the  play  themselves  for  an  invited  audi- 
ence during  or  immediately  after  the  regular  run.  They  will 
have  the  benefit  of  the  actual  scenery,  props  and  lights,  and  the 
backing  of  the  regular  stage  crew,  all  of  which  factors  help 
them  to  a  better  exhibition  of  their  powers  than  if  they  per- 
formed in  an  improvised  production.  The  director  has  an  op- 
portunity to  see  them  in  rehearsed  roles,  whether  doubling  in 
the  three-act  play  or  in  their  own  "one-acters,"  they  have  an 
audience  to  provide  inspiration,  and  their  enthusiasm  is  not 
allowed  to  languish. 

After  the  pre-season  welter  of  tryouts— it  may  well  occupy 
every  evening  of  a  week  or  more— no  further  public  readings 
will  be  held,  but  the  director  will  be  able  to  cast  his  major 
productions  from  his  list  of  tried  and  experienced  players,  plus 
any  promotions  from  the  Workshop  Group  as  a  result  of  per- 
formances which  have  impressed  him.  People  who  were  out  of 
town  when  the  tryout  festival  was  held,  or  those  who  move  in 
from  other  cities  during  the  season  will  find  a  way  to  make 
themselves  known  to  the  director  in  some  way  or  other.  If 
they  are  willing  and  able  they  will  have  no  need  of  the  an- 
nouncement of  a  public  reading  to  encourage  them  to  come 
forward. 

Whatever  method  is  used,  whichever  the  type  of  theatre 
concerned,  the  director  alone  can  be  the  judge  of  the  player's 
capabilities  and  his  fitness  for  the  role  under  consideration. 
Most  experienced  practitioners  develop  a  sixth  sense  for  this 
exercise  of  judgment.  With  Stark  Young  (in  The  Flowei  in 
Drama),  they  feel  that:  'To  those  who  have  an  eye  for  it. 
Talent  is  discernible  at  once  when  it  comes  on  the  stage;  it 
establishes  a  kind  of  luminosity  of  the  presence,  a  radiance  of 
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the  body  seen  to  be  living  out  the  moment  there  .  .  .  Talent 
is  inexpressible,  like  all  natural  things.  It  is  its  own  descrip- 
tion." 

The  experienced  director  has  to  "have  an  eye  for  it,"  and 
although  Mr.  Young  was  speaking  of  talent  observed  in  per- 
formance the  attribute  is  either  there  or  it  isn't,  and  it  is  usu- 
ally observable  at  the  first  glance,  at  the  first  hearing. 

Usually,  that  is  to  say,  but  not  always.  It  is  dangerous  to  trust 
the  sixth  sense  too  implicitly.  Too  many  directors,  forgetting 
that  it  is  impossible  to  make  bricks  without  straw,  are  over- 
confident about  their  ability  to  create  the  required  characteri- 
zations out  of  unpromising  material.  But  the  power  of  a  strong 
personality  cannot  be  disputed,  and  unless  the  productions  are 
to  be  merely  competent  and  colorless,  the  director  will  seize  on 
the  players  who  "come  over  the  footlights"  at  a  first  reading 
and  pray  for  more  like  them.  They  will  be  harder  to  handle 
than  the  mild-mannered  and  more  easily  molded  ones  of  mod- 
erate ability.  They  may  overdo  the  subjective  approach  when 
an  objective  one  would  better  suit  the  part,  but  they  can,  and 
do,  bring  the  play  to  life  and  inspire  their  fellow  players  to 
their  best  eflForts. 

The  community  theatre  players  of  my  experience  have  been 
very  fine  people.  They  have  always  cheerfully  accepted  the 
necessity  for  stage  discipline,  they  have  placed  themselves 
freely  under  direction,  and  offered  themselves  for  the  good  of 
the  production  as  a  whole.  They  have  been  devoted,  loyal,  and 
deserving  of  the  best  efforts  of  their  director.  The  players' 
devotion  places  their  leader  under  an  obligation  which  he  can 
discharge  only  by  making  the  most  honorable  use  of  it. 
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I  CAN  THINK  OF  NO  GROUP  OF  HUMAN  BEINGS  WHOSE  ENTHUSI- 

asms  accord  less  with  rationality  and  common  sense  than  the 
backstage  workers.  Why  they  should  prefer  grimy  hands  and 
faces,  paint-stained  overalls  and  a  sixteen-hour  working  day  to 
the  ordinary  amenities  of  a  leisure-conscious  age  is  a  problem 
for  psychologists.  Their  behavior  is  the  more  fantastic  when  we 
remember  that  the  vast  majority  of  these  irrational  beings  re- 
ceive no  financial  return  for  their  labor  and  none  of  the  acclaim 
that  the  actors  accept  in  lieu  of  little  or  no  salary. 

Girls  who  at  home  cannot  be  bribed  into  picking  up  their 
own  clothes,  husbands  who  send  for  the  electrician  to  replace 
a  blown  fuse,  wives  who  leave  their  husbands'  socks  undarned 
will  cheerfully  respond  to  a  crew  call,  do  the  filthiest  jobs, 
wrestle  successfully  with  complicated  technical  details,  and  re- 
ligiously "police"  their  working  area  before  crawling  home  to 
bed  in  the  small  hours. 

To  the  solid,  respectable,  and  rational  citizen  such  behavior 
indicates  a  more  than  mild  form  of  insanity.  Even  to  the 
actors,  at  least  to  those  of  them  who  are  at  all  conscious  of 
backstage  proceedings,  the  zeal  of  the  painters  and  carpenters 
is  quite  incomprehensible.  The  actor  looks  forward  to  the  re- 
ward of  applause  for  his  contribution;  he  supposes  that  the 
members  of  the  crew  must  be  somehow  enjoying  themselves 
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and  he  is  not  openly  contemptuous,  but  he  views  their  antics 
with  a  sort  of  Olympian  tolerance. 

The  backstage  technicians,  for  their  part,  cannot  fathom  the 
mentality  of  people  who  nightly  repeat  nonsense  over  and  over, 
paint  their  faces,  wear  grotesque  clothing,  and  then  strut  and 
bellow  in  full  view  of  an  audience  which  has  obviously  come 
with  no  other  purpose  than  to  admire  the  scenery  and  marvel 
at  the  lighting.  The  members  of  the  crew  are  in  no  need  of  the 
actor's  pity  or  tolerance;  they  are  completely  happy  in  their 
own  little  world  of  make-believe. 

In  any  theatre  group  there  may  be  one  or  two  unique  speci- 
mens who  are  both  player  and  painter,  actor  and  artisan,  and 
who  like  to  ring  the  changes  on  their  enthusiasms.  But  these 
ambidextrous  types  lack  the  full  potentiality  of  either  classifica- 
tion. They  are  too  well  adjusted  with  their  sense  of  proportion 
too  well  preserved.  The  exhibitionist  actor  and  the  fanatical 
crewman  live  in  two  separate  worlds. 

The  director  of  any  community  theatre  owes  more  to  these 
zealots  backstage  than  he  is  usually  willing  to  admit.  Their 
amazing  devotion  to  the  job,  coupled  with  an  unswerving  con- 
viction of  the  paramount  importance  of  their  work,  is  a  factor 
in  successful  operation  quite  unrecognized  by  the  majority  of 
the  audience  and  far  too  frequently,  also,  by  the  man  who 
receives  most  of  the  credit  for  a  good  production. 

Without  proper  recognition  of  some  kind  the  continuing 
enthusiasm  of  the  crew- workers  cannot  be  taken  for  granted. 
Nor,  indeed,  should  it  be.  The  cold-blooded  attitude  that  the 
backstage  gang  will  work  anyway,  for  anything,  for  anybody,  is 
both  inhuman  and  unintelligent.  Even  the  most  fanatical  of 
them  will  work  more  zealously  on  a  good  play  than  on  a  bad 
one,  will  do  their  best  work  on  a  production  that  gives  scope  to 
them  as  well  as  to  the  actors,  and  they  will  break  their  backs 
for  a  director  who  realizes  his  indebtedness  to  them  and  is 
generous  enough  to  give  it  expression. 

Unfortunately  not  a  few  directors  are  confessedly  quite  igno- 
rant of  the  technical  side  of  production.  They  either  manage 
to  engage  a  capable  professional  technician  and  hold  him  re- 
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sponsible  for  all  details,  or  they  assume  what  they  believe  to 
be  a  lovable  attitude  of  helplessness  and  trust  to  the  pity  of 
their  volunteer  helpers  to  overcome  all  the  problems.  Speci- 
mens of  this  latter  type  were  by  no  means  uncommon  in  the 
early  days  of  the  Little  Theatre  movement,  and  the  success  of 
their  tactics  was  the  marvel  of  their  more  practical,  but  less 
subtle,  professional  brethren. 

This  fading-lily  type  of  director  belongs  to  a  vanishing  breed. 
The  drama  departments  of  colleges  and  universities  now  turn 
out  skilled  people  with  a  well-rounded  education  in  all 
branches  of  production.  Competition  is  too  keen  for  any  ap- 
plicant to  be  able  to  shrug  off  inquiries  about  his  technical 
knowledge  with  the  airy  suggestion  that  such  matters  are  be- 
neath his  consideration.  Even  if  he  never  has  to  wet  a  paint- 
brush or  throw  a  light  switch  he  must  know  how— and  why— 
in  order  to  command  the  respect  of  his  volunteers. 

If  the  theatre  staff  includes  a  professional  aide,  whether  titled 
assistant  director,  technical  director,  or  technician,  this  official 
will  head  the  crew  activities,  and  the  volunteers  will  look  to 
him  rather  than  to  the  director  himself  for  inspiration  and 
leadership.  It  might  even  cause  some  resentment  for  the  direc- 
tor, in  this  case,  to  have  too  much  individual  contact  with  the 
members  of  the  production  crew.  Most  technicians  prefer  to 
manage  their  own  work  and  to  direct  the  operations  of  their 
volunteer  helpers  without  the  embarrassing  presence  of  "the 
head  man."  They  may  suspect  that  they  are  being  observed 
with  a  critical  eye  and  that  their  authority  is  being  subtly 
undermined.  It  is  well  to  give  them  no  cause  for  suspicion  even 
at  the  cost  of  some  personal  feeling  of  frustration. 

Most  technicians  are  recent  graduates  of  drama  schools  and 
therefore  of  a  comparable  age  with  the  majority  of  the  volun- 
teers they  supervise.  The  director  himself  may  be  anxious  to 
avoid  the  pedagogical  attitude,  but  if  he  is  a  man  of  mature 
years  he  will  place  the  members  of  the  crew  in  statu  pupillari 
in  spite  of  all  he  can  do.  It  is  more  satisfactory  for  the  crew 
leader  to  function  as  counsellor  rather  than  as  professor. 
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A  responsibility  then  devolves  upon  the  assistant,  the  coun- 
sellor, to  exhibit  the  same  loyalty  to  his  chief  that  he  expects 
from  the  volunteers.  This  is  a  relationship  between  two  pro- 
fessionals who  have  everything  to  gain  by  a  proper  understand- 
ing and  mutual  respect  and  so  much  to  lose  by  disagreement  or 
jealousy. 

But  the  director  will  do  himself  no  good  if  he  affects  superi- 
ority and  the  attitude  that  no  matter  who  sweeps  the  stage  his 
own  hands  must  not  be  soiled.  If  he  is  like  most  of  my  profes- 
sional friends,  he  will  feel  nostalgia  for  his  own  days  with  the 
crew,  and  angle  for  an  occasional  invitation  to  join  the  painters 
or  the  carpenters  at  their  jobs.  He  will  wisely  esteem  such  an 
invitation  as  a  privilege  and  one  not  to  be  abused  by  an  air  of 
patronage  or  condescension. 

The  young  director,  with  no  professional  assistance  and  an 
untrained  backstage  organization,  must  be  prepared  to  direct, 
instruct,  and  take  part  in  the  work  of  production,  and  it  is  in 
such  cases  that  the  valor  and  zeal  of  the  backstage  heroes  gains 
his  real  appreciation.  The  director  who  inherits  an  adequate 
staff  and  a  smooth-running  backstage  misses  a  great  deal. 

The  arduous  and  frequently  unpleasant  jobs  around  a  pro- 
duction are  cheerfully  undertaken  only  when  the  proper  spirit 
of  teamwork  prevails.  There  can  be  no  star  system  here,  with 
one  to  paint  and  the  other  to  wash  out  the  bucket;  artists  must 
be  good  housekeepers  as  well  as  good  troupers.  Competition  is 
at  a  discount  and  co-operation  is  the  legal  tender. 

The  American  genius  for  improvisation  here  finds  full  play. 
This  is  the  artistic  release  which  may  explain  the  sometimes 
extraordinary  achievements  of  these  crew-workers.  I  recoil  with 
distaste  from  the  term  "occupational  therapy"  as  applied  to 
work  backstage.  The  theatre  still  has  a  bad  enough  reputation 
in  some  puritanical  quarters  without  openly  avowing  disciple- 
ship  with  the  original  Therapist  who  still  finds  occupation  for 
idle  hands. 

Whatever  the  original  compulsion,  most  people  who  join  a 
stage  crew  do  not  stay  with  it  because  it  gives  them  some  place 
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to  go.  Instead,  they  have  joined  a  rather  select  brotherhood 
and  they  are  jealous  of  their  privileges.  They  v^^ill  resent  the 
casual  helper,  the  occasional  curious  visitor,  and  any  new  ad- 
herent must  present  ample  evidence  of  worthiness  and  a  will- 
ingness to  stick  it  out. 

The  director,  or  his  technical  assistant,  will  recognize  the 
possessive  pride  which  the  regular  crew-worker  has  for  his  job 
and  his  tools.  It  is  not  politic  to  allow  the  backstage  to  become 
a  closed  corporation  but,  except  in  very  special  cases,  it  is  un- 
desirable to  allow  newcomers  to  join  the  crew  after  production 
is  under  way.  Some  directors  take  a  very  firm  stand  and  allow 
no  new  members  to  join  this  very  exclusive  club  after  the  first 
play  of  the  season.  This  seems  to  be  taking  unnecessary  risks 
because  the  genuine  fanatics  are  never  too  numerous.  There 
are  always  fifty  would-be  actors  for  every  one  who  will  be 
supremely  happy  in  the  paint  bucket  or  the  nail  box.  Exclusive- 
ness  should  stop  short  of  actual  exclusion. 

For  this  reason  it  is  well  to  publicize  the  early  crew  sessions 
each  season  and  even  glamorize  them  in  order  to  attract  the 
largest  number  of  potential  workers.  For  a  few  evenings  there 
may  be  more  than  twice  as  many  hands  as  hammers,  and  very 
little  work  accomplished.  This  can  be  foreseen  and  prepared 
for;  the  timetable  will  make  allowance  for  a  slow  start. 

Some  of  the  visitors  will  never  reappear,  others  may  come 
three  or  four  times  before  finally  dropping  out  of  sight.  The 
remainder  will  be  the  cream  of  the  new  crop,  the  loyal  appren- 
tices who  by  the  time  three  plays  have  been  mounted  have 
become  journeymen  in  one  or  another  of  the  crafts.  Next  sea- 
son, if  they  have  been  properly  indoctrinated,  they  will  be  able 
to  head  departments,  coach  new  workers  and  quite  justifiably 
resent  the  curiosity  seeker,  the  dilettante,  and  the  ones  who 
can't  take  it. 

Up  to  this  point  I  have  seemed  to  suggest  that  the  hammer 
and  the  paintbrush  are  the  only  tools  used  backstage.  I  should 
add  the  gluepot,  the  pliers  and  the  friction  tape,  the  needle 
and  the  electric  iron.  I  have  many  grateful  memories  of  a  team 
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of  four  young  women  who  volunteered  as  "wardrobe  aides." 
Working  in  shifts  of  their  own  arrangement  for  the  whole  sea- 
son, they  did  a  monumental  job.  Every  afternoon  two  of  them 
would  press  the  costumes,  every  evening  the  other  two  would 
be  on  hand  an  hour  before  curtain  time  with  needles  poised  to 
repair  the  ravages  of  the  previous  night's  frenzies.  After  every 
exit  they  gently  but  firmly  escorted  the  excitable  grande  dame 
or  the  hairbrained  ingenue  to  the  dressing  rooms,  removed 
their  dresses  and  hung  them  safely  out  of  reach.  They  were 
dressers,  ladies'  maids,  valets— asking  no  pay  and  receiving  scant 
recognition. 

The  normal,  sane  members  of  the  audience  will  wonder 
what  possible  inducement  is  offered  for  girls  to  undertake  such 
"menial"  duties,  or  what  compels  the  "prop"  girls  to  go  down 
night  after  night  and  arrange  a  lot  of  very  second-rate-looking 
bric-a-brac  on  the  stage  and  then  stand  motionless  in  a  dark 
corner  holding  a  wallet,  a  bouquet,  or  a  telegram  for  some 
actor  to  snatch  from  her  hands  without  even  a  whispered  word 
of  thanks.  Or— to  stay  half  an  hour  or  more  after  the  audience 
and  most  of  the  cast  have  left  the  building,  washing  cups, 
plates  and  glasses,  and  perhaps  boiling  water  to  make  the  tea 
that  tomorrow  night  will  masquerade  as  whisky,  wine,  brandy, 
or  even— tea. 

An  efficient  and  conscientious  property  mistress  will  have 
nothing  to  do  with  tricks  and  practical  jokes.  There  can  be 
only  pity  for  the  infantile  sense  of  humor  which  prompts  the 
exploding  cigar,  the  burnt  cork  on  the  telephone  earpiece,  or 
the  doctored  stage  drink.  I  am  never  very  amused  when  told  of 
how  so-and-so  found  himself  drinking  the  real  thing  on  the 
last  night  of  the  play,  and  I'm  sure  the  actor  was  not.  He  would 
have  enjoyed  his  little  tipple  much  more  a  few  minutes  later, 
across  the  street,  after  the  play  was  over.  And  the  audience, 
who  paid  just  as  much  for  their  seats  that  night  as  for  any 
other,  were  entitled  to  see  just  as  good  a  performance  as  on 
any  other  night.  Even  the  minutest  quantity  of  alcohol  will 
wreak  havoc  with  an  actor's  memory  at  an  unexpected  moment, 
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or  slow  up  his  reactions  enough  to  disturb  his  control  and  im- 
pair his  performance.  The  time  for  "Dutch  courage"  is  after 
the  curtain  is  down,  not  during  or  even  just  before  the 
play. 

I  can  recall  only  one  occasion  when  "Props"  exhibited  a 
warped  sense  of  humor,  and  I  remember  that  no  reproof  of 
mine  was  needed.  She  made  the  mistake  of  spiking  a  whole 
tray  of  "cocktails,"  and  seven  very  angry  players  (including  two 
lifelong  abstainers)  came  storming  off  the  stage  in  turn  to 
make  sure  that  trick  would  never  be  repeated.  I  made  the  dis- 
covery that  evening  that  temperance  in  the  matter  of  alcohol 
does  not  always  imply  temperance  in  language.  For  the  mis- 
guided property  mistress  that  incident  was  the  end  of  several 
beautiful  friendships. 

Such  juvenilities  as  this  are  the  worst  kind  of  amateurism, 
and  the  director  who  encourages  or  even  permits  them  is  far 
more  guilty  than  the  actual  perpetrators.  Of  course  the  alleged 
jokes  make  good  anecdotes,  enjoyed  by  all  but  the  victims,  but 
viewed  from  the  audience  point  of  view,  they  are  a  breach  of 
faith. 

The  fact  that  some  professionals  have  been  guilty  of  similar 
bad  taste  makes  it  no  more  excusable.  The  story  of  Caruso 
nailing  to  the  floor  a  glove  which  Scotti  had  to  discover  on  his 
entrance,  pick  up,  and  kiss  in  simulated  rapture,  is  frequently 
told  as  justification  for  imitative  pranks  in  the  amateur  theatre. 
One  should  not  forget  that  the  glove  incident  took  place  on 
the  operatic  stage,  where  one  more  absurdity  could  make  little 
difference.  There  will  be  plenty  of  ludicrous  happenings  in  the 
legitimate  theatre,  amateur  or  professional,  without  any  adoles- 
cents going  out  of  their  way  to  manufacture  them. 

The  most  spectacular  contributions  to  the  production  come 
from  the  volunteers  who  design  and  paint  the  settings,  dress 
them  with  furniture  and  draperies,  and  provide  the  lighting 
which  gives  the  final  touch  of  glamor.  The  workers  in  these 
departments  have  a  more  obvious  opportunity  for  self-expres- 
sion. Indeed,  they  may  even  become  too  individual,  and  the 
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director  will  need  all  his  tact  and  resolution  to  prevent  the 
play's  being  smothered  under  a  confusion  of  detail. 

He  will  need  to  have  complete  confidence  in  the  good  taste 
and  co-operative  spirit  of  the  people  who  have  to  be  blended  to 
make  a  functioning  productive  machine.  That  is  why  it  is  im- 
portant that  he  have  a  voice  in  the  selection  of  the  team 
which  is  to  work  on  each  play. 

A  local  architect  may  frequently  be  induced  to  lend  his 
talent  by  designing  an  interior.  His  proportions  may  be  im- 
peccable, the  detail  perfect,  but  the  floor  plan  may  possibly  be 
unexciting.  The  director  will  have  to  explain  the  demands  of 
the  play  and  point  out  the  limitations  as  well  as  the  license  of 
the  stage.  He  must  do  this  without  reducing  the  zest  of  the 
architect,  who  possibly  thought  three  walls  would  be  easier 
than  four. 

The  "decor  committee"  can  be  either  a  joy  forever  or  an 
abiding  menace.  My  own  personal  experience  includes  both 
extremes,  but  it  does  include  the  privilege  of  working  with  at 
least  three  very  gifted  and  stage-wise  decorators,  who  appreci- 
ated the  difference  between  furnishing  a  room  and  dressing  a 
set.  They  perceived  the  angle  from  which  the  set  is  viewed, 
which  in  a  dwelling  would  be  equivalent  to  lying  on  a  hearth 
rug  and  letting  the  eye  travel  up  from  the  baseboard  to  the  top 
of  the  chairs.  They  knew  that  since  few  communities  have 
balconies  in  their  playhouses,  the  under  side  of  the  furniture  is 
sometimes  more  important  than  the  top,  and  that  the  way  to 
check  on  their  work  was  to  view  it  from  the  center  of  the 
auditorium  and  not  from  a  standing  position  on  the  stage. 

Most  valuable  of  all,  they  never  lost  sight  of  the  fact  that 
they  were  dressing  the  set  as  the  background  for  a  play.  They 
realized  that  their  work  was  to  be  viewed  from  a  distance  and 
not  subjected  to  microscopic  examination  at  close  range.  It 
was  a  deliberate  attempt  at  successful  illusion,  not  an  exhibit 
at  the  Metropolitan  Museum.  To  them  a  blurred  smear  of 
appropriate  color  framed  in  cardboard  could  be  made  to  pass, 
at  twenty  paces,  for  an  Old  Master,  and  would  be  actually 
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more  appropriate  than  an  irreplaceable  borrowed  heirloom. 
They  had  learned,  moreover,  that  the  frankly  theatrical  picture 
might  be  suspended  from  just  a  tack  in  the  scene  wall,  moved 
by  one  hand  when  the  quick  change  had  to  be  made,  and  re- 
hung  with  the  same  ease.  They  had  discovered,  too,  that  pa- 
per flowers  when  they  are  good  of  their  kind,  will  satisfy 
everyone  but  the  busybodies  who  come  onstage  after  the  show 
to  smell  them;  that  artificial  flowers  stay  fresh  during  the  run 
of  the  show,  need  no  water  and  therefore  cannot  be  upset  on  a 
satin- velvet  sofa. 

This  latter  catastrophe  actually  happened  to  a  stage  decora- 
tor of  the  realistic  school.  The  sofa,  a  borrowed  piece  from  his 
own  shop,  had  to  be  re-covered  at  a  cost  of  over  a  hundred  dol- 
lars and  after  that  experience  the  decorator  became  a  strong 
believer  in  the  art  and  practice  of  illusion. 

Most  community  theatre  settings  are  too  cluttered,  and  so 
knee-deep  in  knickknacks  and  extraneous  pieces  that  the  play- 
ers are  obviously  terrified  to  move  around.  There  has  been 
some  improvement  in  recent  years,  but  there  are  still  too  many 
productions  which  place  too  much  reliance  upon  a  startling 
decor  and  too  little  upon  the  acting  which  should  be  the  pri- 
mary attraction  for  the  audience. 

Between  the  Spartan  simplicity  of  the  rehearsal  setup— two 
chairs,  a  bench,  and  a  table— and  the  almost  Babylonian  ex- 
cesses of  the  final  setting,  there  is  an  unexplored  region  of  pos- 
sibilities. Instead  of  trying  to  find  space  for  one  more  picture, 
one  more  vase,  the  object  of  the  decor  committee  (or  the  art 
director)  should  be  to  discover  just  how  few  items  need  be 
used  to  gain  the  proper  effect.  The  characters  on  the  stage 
should  not  be  deprived  of  any  essential  properties,  and  the 
setting  need  not  be  so  bare  that  the  audience  gets  the  impres- 
sion that  the  stage  family  has  been  in  arrears  with  its  payments 
on  the  furniture. 

The  stage  manager  and  his  functions  belong  in  any  consid- 
eration of  backstage  work.  In  the  professional  theatre  he  or  his 
assistant  is  at  the  director's  elbow  from  the  first  rehearsal.  In 
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the  community  enterprise  he  usually  rebels  at  having  to  attend 
so  often,  and  since  his  principal  contribution  will  be  made  dur- 
ing the  run  of  the  play  he  will  try  to  persuade  the  director  to  a 
compromise.  My  own  practice  was  to  ask  the  stage  manager  to 
the  first  reading,  discuss  the  production  problems  with  him, 
and  obtain  his  promise  to  study  the  script  at  his  leisure  and  be 
prepared  to  function  regularly  about  a  week  before  the  first 
dress  rehearsal.  If  he  is  capable  and  experienced,  this  is  ample 
time  for  him  to  establish  a  routine;  if  he  is  not,  then  someone 
else  should  be  doing  his  job. 

Planning  the  early  stages  of  the  production  timetable  is  the 
director's  task.  As  the  work  goes  on,  responsibility  for  its  prog- 
ress will  depend  upon  the  assistant,  the  technical  director.  By 
the  time  the  technical  rehearsal  is  due  the  stage  manager 
should  be  prepared  to  take  over. 

Sometimes  the  limitations  of  a  nonprofessional  plant  make 
it  impossible  to  hold  the  three  full-scale  rehearsals  that  are 
needed  to  insure  a  well-prepared  opening.  But  if  only  one  dress 
rehearsal  is  possible,  it  should  be  preceded  by  a  very  complete 
"technical"  at  which  the  cues  for  curtains,  lights,  entrances, 
and  exits  may  be  well  rehearsed  and  the  stage  manager  can 
begin  to  gather  into  his  hands  the  threads  of  control. 

It  should  not  be  necessary  to  dwell  on  the  vital  necessity  of 
making  the  fewest  possible  changes  in  any  branch  of  the  pro- 
duction between  the  end  of  the  technical  rehearsal  and  the 
opening  performance.  A  good  stage  manager  will  relieve  the 
director  of  much  anxiety  if  he  insists  upon  everything's  being 
in  place  at  least  two  days  before  the  audience  is  expected.  To 
permit  the  properties  department  to  make  last-minute  changes 
is  to  hazard  the  smooth  running  of  the  performance;  actors 
are  frequently  panic-stricken  on  discovering  a  strange  sofa  or 
a  different-sized  doorknob.  At  the  dress  rehearsals  they  suffer 
enough,  but  they  should  be  able  to  accustom  themselves  to  the 
furniture  when  no  audience  is  present  and  then  make  their  en- 
trance into  completely  familiar  surroundings  on  the  opening 
night. 


114  Encores  on  Main  Street 

This  is  necessarily  a  counsel  of  perfection.  The  exact  piece  of 
furniture  required  may  not  be  obtainable  until  the  last  minute, 
or  there  may  be  other  valid  reasons  why  the  decorator  or  the 
property  mistress  have  to  take  what  they  can,  when  they  can. 
But  if  all  backstage  departments  would  think  of  their  deadline 
as  being  no  later  than  the  first  dress  rehearsal,  there  would  be 
fewer  first-nights  marred  by  awkward  occurrences. 

It  is  the  stage  manager's  province  to  goad  the  workers  to  a 
realization  of  this  fact,  and  for  his  own  peace  of  mind  if  not 
for  that  of  the  director's  or  the  players',  to  see  that  the  machine 
he  has  to  run  for  seven,  ten,  twelve,  or  even  twenty  perform- 
ances is  well  oiled  and  efficient. 


CHAPTER    ELEVEN 


A  Still  Small  Voice 
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MANY  OF  THE  TRADITIONAL  DUTIES  OF  THE  STAGE  MANAGER  ARE 

now  undertaken  by  the  prompter.  This  invaluable  person  is 
usually  appointed  even  before  the  cast  is  selected  and  from 
then  on  is  expected  to  attend  every  rehearsal,  recording  all  the 
moves  and  the  stage  business  and  preparing  to  assert  the  au- 
thority of  the  script. 

The  prompter,  by  that  title,  and  functioning  in  this  way,  is  a 
phenomenon  peculiar  to  the  nonprofessional  theatre.  She  is 
more  than  assistant  stage  manager,  because  she  works  more 
closely  with  the  director  in  the  rehearsing  of  the  play.  Without 
the  authority  of  an  assistant  director  and  having  no  responsi- 
bility for  the  actual  art  of  directing,  she  has  an  opportunity  to 
learn  much  about  the  craft.  She  controls  the  mechanics  by 
which  the  director's  art  is  realized,  and  while  his  work  is,  in 
theory,  finished  mth  the  final  dress  rehearsal,  the  prompter's 
most  spectacular  duties  still  lie  ahead. 

During  the  preparation  period  she  assumes  the  stage  man- 
ager's role  by  laying  out  the  floor  plan,  arranging  the  rehearsal 
furniture  and  calling  the  players  for  each  scene  as  well  as  hold- 
ing the  book.  This  is  the  new  tradition,  perhaps  brought  about 
by  the  fact  that  the  stage  manager  and  his  assistant  are  also 
good  technicians  and  may  need  to  spend  their  evenings  con- 
structing a  set  or  repairing  the  switchboard. 
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There  are  many  reasons  to  justify  the  choice  of  a  woman  for 
the  job  of  prompter.  She  will  possess  the  necessary  qualities  of 
patience,  and  her  voice,  if  it  ever  has  to  be  heard  during  per- 
formance, will  be  less  obtrusive  than  a  man's.  Also,  she  will  be 
a  well-prepared  substitute  for  any  of  the  women  players  who 
might  be  unable  to  appear  at  the  last  moment,  with  the  direc- 
tor himself  being  in  readiness  to  step  into  any  of  the  male 
roles  similarly  vacant.  Understudies,  as  such,  are  not  practical 
politics  in  any  but  a  professional  company.  The  director  and 
his  assistant,  the  prompter,  can  usually  cope  with  the  average- 
sized  emergency  in  the  community  theatre. 

Until  such  an  occasion  arises  and  finds  the  prompter  pre- 
pared to  close  the  breach,  she  rarely  receives  full  credit  for  her 
loyalty  and  devotion.  However  grateful  to  her  the  players  may 
be  for  a  whispered  cue  in  a  "line-blank"  they  are  apt  to  regard 
her  insistence  on  the  use  of  the  author's  exact  words  in  re- 
hearsal as  a  personal  insult.  She  has  to  be  either  a  supremely 
patient  soul  with  a  quiet  tenacity  or  a  dogmatic  disciplinarian 
with  the  hide  of  a  rhinoceros. 

Many  directors  pay  tribute  to  the  importance  of  the 
prompter  by  listing  her  as  Assistant  to  the  Director.  This 
has  a  dignified  ring  and  quite  truthfully  expresses  the  relation- 
ship. It  is  quite  different  from  the  title  and  responsibility  of 
Assistant  Director.  To  list  her  as  Prompter  or  Book-holder  is 
quite  inadequate,  while  to  omit  her  name  altogether  on  the 
grounds  that  the  audience  (if  they  read  that  part  of  the  pro- 
gram) must  not  be  encouraged  to  believe  that  prompting  is 
ever  needed,  is  the  purest  self-deception. 

It  is  equally  unrealistic  to  have  no  prompter  on  hand  during 
the  performances,  which  is  the  practice  of  some  few  directors. 
This  is  a  form  of  deviltry  which  cannot  possibly  be  relished  by 
the  players.  Accidents  will  happen,  the  memories  of  even 
highly  skilled  professionals  will  fail  on  occasion,  and  there  can 
be  nothing  more  productive  of  anguish  than  to  know  that 
when  the  line-blank  comes  there  is  nothing  to  do  but  flounder 
around  until  inspiration  returns. 
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A  friend  of  mine  who  was  a  member  of  the  audience  when 
the  incident  occurred,  tells  a  story  of  a  community  theatre 
performance  under  the  "no-prompter"  rule.  The  director  did 
not  believe  in  his  players  having  to  rely  upon  the  book,  and 
once  the  curtain  was  up,  left  them  to  sink  or  swim. 

On  this  particular  evening  a  long  speech  was  in  progress 
when  the  actor's  memory  failed  him  about  halfway  through. 
He  paused,  gazed  wildly  around,  and,  realizing  that  no  help 
would  be  forthcoming,  took  a  breath  and  went  back  again  to 
the  beginning.  At  the  same  place  again  he  came  to  a  full  stop, 
and  after  an  even  more  despairing  survey  of  the  unresponsive 
scenery  he  repeated  the  process,  back  again  to  the  start.  My 
informant  swears  that  the  audience  heard  the  first  part  of  that 
long  speech  five  times,  before  someone  finally  walked  on  and 
threw  in  an  impromptu  line  which  the  miserable  sufferer  seized 
to  pull  himself  to  safety. 

The  actor's  agony  can  well  be  imagined,  but  the  audience 
endured  a  great  deal.  For  the  sake  of  an  impractical  principle, 
was  it  worth  subjecting  several  hundred  people  to  acute  em- 
barrassment? And  what  happened  to  the  play  in  the  mean- 
time? 

It  is  undeniable  that  a  well-drilled  cast  will  seldom  need  a 
prompter's  voice,  but  the  knowledge  that  there  is  someone 
watching  the  book,  and  doing  so  efficiently,  will  give  any  player 
a  feeling  of  security  and  confidence.  The  audience,  too,  will 
prefer  to  know  that  such  a  functionary  as  the  prompter  is  in 
attendance.  Although  many  movie  patrons  have  the  quaint 
idea  that  their  gods  and  goddesses  speak  extempore,  being 
especially  gifted  that  way,  theatre  audiences  are  not  so  naive. 
They  know  that  the  actor  has  to  memorize,  and  they  know, 
also,  that  someone  has  to  function  as  a  lifeguard  in  case  the 
player  has  cramps  in  his  vocabulary  or  gets  out  of  his  verbal 
depth. 

Much  as  the  audience  dislikes  hearing  the  prompter's  voice 
at  a  performance,  they  prefer  this  assurance  that  the  situation 
is  remediable  to  the  prospect  of  an  awkward  and  embarrass- 
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ing  silence  or  the  recognizable  symptoms  of  panic  as  exhib- 
ited by  inexpert  improvising  or  senseless  repetition  of  lines  in 
the  hope  of  inspiration.  Speaking  for  myself,  as  a  member  of 
the  audience  I  prefer  the  author's  lines,  neither  garbled  nor 
repeated  ad  nauseam,  and  as  a  director  I  prefer  the  security 
which  a  good  prompter  can  provide.  As  an  actor  I  prefer  the 
still  small  voice  to  the  babble  of  frenzied  ad-libbing. 

Professional  practice,  with  the  duties  of  book-holding  dele- 
gated to  the  assistant  stage  manager,  leaves  the  stage  manager 
himself  free  to  move  around  and  exercise  the  fullest  super- 
vision. There  will  sometimes  be  two  complete  and  identical 
scripts,  one  held  by  each  of  these  two  officials,  and  the  stage 
manager  may  himself  execute  the  required  offstage  noises  such 
as  phone  bells,  door  knocks,  gunshots,  and  the  chiming  of 
clocks,  or  he  may  signal  them  to  the  crew  member  responsible 
for  their  actual  execution. 

In  the  community  organization,  especially  if  the  stage  man- 
ager does  not  attend  all  rehearsals,  the  prompter  will  be  an- 
swerable for  supplying  all  these  effects  on  time.  Her  script  will 
show  all  the  cues  and  she  will  know,  for  instance,  from  painful 
experience  at  rehearsals,  that  "X"  never  makes  his  entrance  or 
picks  up  the  telephone  on  exactly  the  same  word  every  night, 
or  that  "Y"  has  to  be  carefully  watched  because  she  is  erratic 
in  her  setting  of  the  table  and  sometimes  has  the  job  unfin- 
ished when  the  doorbell  has  to  ring.  From  her  position  in  the 
wings,  the  prompter  can  see  the  stage  and  the  players  and  so 
can  co-ordinate  the  dialogue,  action,  and  sound  to  a  nicety. 

Prompters  should  preferably  be  tiny,  they  should  certainly 
not  be  limbed  like  Atalanta.  They  frequently  have  to  huddle, 
coiled  like  a  pretzel,  in  the  shadow  of  the  proscenium  arch,  or 
crouch  in  a  fireplace  or  outside  a  window  in  order  to  see  the 
stage.  Under  such  circumstances  length  of  limb  is  a  positive 
disadvantage.  One  eye  must  be  always  on  the  script,  the  other 
on  the  stage,  and  vigilance  cannot  be  relaxed  for  a  moment, 
though  the  heavens  fall. 


They  frequently  have  to  crouch  in  a  fireplace 
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One  faithful  assistant  of  mine  saw  the  curtain  safely  down 
one  night  on  the  second  act  and  then  collapsed  in  a  very 
authentic  faint.  When  she  had  been  restored  she  told  how  a 
mouse  had  been  playing  around  her  feet  for  the  last  ten  min- 
utes of  the  act.  Another  devotee  sprained  her  ankle  coming  in 
the  stage  door  on  opening  night,  but  insisted  on  taking  her 
place  as  usual.  A  doctor  was  pried  out  of  his  seat  in  the  audi- 
ence just  as  the  curtain  was  going  up,  applied  bandages  in  the 
shadowy  prompt  corner  while  the  first  act  was  being  played, 
and  the  property  man  managed  to  unearth  a  pair  of  crutches 
for  the  plucky  girl  to  navigate  with.  She  held  the  book  for  the 
entire  run  of  the  show,  over  my  protests,  which  were  really 
quite  feeble  since  I  knew  she  was  happier  staying  with  the 
show  than  moping  at  home.  But  her  mother  took  a  long  time 
to  forgive  me  for  my  slavery  tactics,  as  she  called  them. 

The  lesser  occupational  hazards  connected  with  assisting  the 
director  will  include  cramped  limbs,  barked  shins,  and  colds  in 
the  head  occasioned  from  sitting  in  draughty  corners.  The  life 
is  full  of  incident  as  well  as  of  hazard,  and  at  least  one  director 
has  been  known  to  fall  in  love  with  and  marry  his  prompter. 
This  phenomenon  might  be  classified  as  an  occupational  hazard 
with  a  low  percentage  of  incidence.  All  directors  become  very 
attached  to  these  loyal  souls  who  metaphorically  hold  their 
hands  as  well  as  the  script,  some  grow  very  fond  indeed  of 
them,  but  few  are  able,  on  account  of  prior  obligations,  to  oflFer 
matrimony  as  an  expression  of  their  gratitude. 


CHAPTER    TWELVE 


Misfits  and  Misapprehensions 
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"parking  place  for  wives  was  the  term  frequently 
applied  to  the  early  Little  Theatres  by  cynical  husbands.  There 
was  some  justification  for  this  half-amused,  half-contemptuous 
dismissal  of  amateur  dramatics  from  consideration  by  the 
hundred-percent  citizen  of  Main  Street,  since  the  founding 
of  the  pioneer  theatres  was  sparked  almost  entirely  by  the 
dowagers  and  the  club  matrons.  To  the  average  husband  it  was 
just  one  more  woman's  club  or  some  such  fiddle-faddle  with  a 
trick  name;  it  was  no  place  for  a  self-respecting  man  to  be  seen 
except  for  a  few  moments  late  at  night,  when  he  stopped  by 
after  the  poker  game  to  drive  his  wife  home  from  rehearsal. 
When  he  did  not  amiably  dismiss  the  whole  thing  as  a  lot  of 
foolishness,  he  was  suspicious  of  its  potentialities  for  inegular 
behavior. 

Puritanism  was  still  respectable,  and  far  from  dead.  Very 
much  alive,  too,  was  the  frontier  tradition  which  pictured  all 
actresses  as  (to  use  the  delightful  Victorian  euphemism)  no 
better  than  they  should  be,  and  all  actors  either  as  hyperthyroid 
Lotharios  or  eflFeminates  with  unmentionable  tendencies. 

The  fact  that  the  people  with  whom  his  wife  was  associating 
were  amateurs  and  therefore  not  under  the  compulsion  of 
hunger  made  it  all  the  worse.  Obviously  something  shady  was 
afoot,  and  the  worst  elements  in  the  city  were  seizing  the  op- 
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portunity  for  unbridled  license  under  the  protective  cloak  of 
culture. 

When  not  obsessed  by  such  fears  as  these,  the  husband  re- 
sented the  disturbance  of  his  domestic  routine  and  became 
embittered  by  repeated  calls  on  his  pocketbook.  The  picture 
of  Mr.  Rittei  in  The  Torchbearers  is  a  very  fair  representation 
of  the  typical  theatre-widower  of  that  day,  and  to  thousands  of 
other  husbands  their  wives'  Little  Theatre  associates  looked 
exactly  like  Mrs.  Pampanelli  and  her  troupe. 

With  the  establishment  of  more  secure  economic  founda- 
tions and  the  building  of  their  own  auditoriums  the  early  com- 
munity theatres  no  longer  had  to  rehearse  in  living  rooms  and 
perform  in  rented  halls.  Their  new  stages  were  not  always  very 
spacious,  the  lighting  was  sometimes  less  than  adequate,  but 
the  equipment  usually  included  a  mortgage  of  some  size.  Here 
was  something  the  businessmen  could  understand  and  be  in- 
terested in.  A  few  of  them  were  prevailed  upon  to  serve  on  the 
boards  of  trustees;  perhaps  their  sporting  instincts  were  aroused 
and  they  were  intrigued  with  the  idea  of  experimenting  with 
new  methods  of  amortization.  It  is  a  calumny  to  accuse  the 
American  businessman  of  feeling  no  interest  in  any  but  success- 
ful and  prosperous  civic  enterprises,  because  many  of  them  are 
actually  stimulated  by  the  prospect  of  a  little  money-raising 
and  scientific  budgeting. 

With  these  attractive  new  names  on  the  board  indicative  of 
security  and  stability  in  their  management,  the  amateurs  gained 
stature  in  the  eyes  of  the  general  citizenry.  It  was  obvious  that 
the  theatres  were  now  being  conducted  along  businesslike 
lines,  and  the  department  stores  opened  credit  accounts  with 
great  alacrity. 

Then  the  trustees  began  to  engage  professional  directors  in- 
stead of  hiring  dramatic  coaches.  Alexander  Dean  {Little 
Theatre  Organization  and  Management)  and  Oliver  Hinsdell 
(Making  The  Little  Theatre  Pay)  wrote  books  which  gave 
more  than  a  rough  outline  of  the  kind  of  man  who  should  be 
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engaged.  The  new  directors  seemed  to  be  quite  regular  fel- 
lows; some  of  them  even  had  a  head  for  business  of  an  elemen- 
tary sort,  and  they  made  the  suggestion  that  budgets  should  be 
set  up  and  reserve  funds  established  to  take  care  of  an  ex- 
panded program. 

Many  influences  combined  to  change  the  attitude  of  the 
average  citizen  from  his  original  mixture  of  condescension  and 
distrust  to  one  of  at  least  impersonal  pride  in  his  city's  theatre 
group.  There  was  publicity  value  for  Dallas,  for  instance,  in 
the  winning  of  a  national  drama  tournament  three  years  in 
succession.  In  quite  a  number  of  cities,  the  Chambers  of  Com- 
merce publicized  the  community  theatre  as  an  inducement  to 
new  residents  and  even  furnished  active  backing  and  support. 
The  Little  Theatre  was  now  reputable  and  the  era  of  "The 
Torchbearers"  was  ended.  Today  George  Kelly's  lampoon  is 
no  more  than  a  period  piece. 

Despite  the  undeniable  growth  of  public  esteem  for  the 
theatre  in  principle,  there  are  still  a  great  number  of  misappre- 
hensions regarding  the  exact  status  of  the  amateur  who  in  the 
last  analysis  makes  the  theatre  possible. 

Granville  Barker,  in  The  Exemplary  Theatre,  insists  that 
"there  is  no  reason  why  a  man  should  not  be  a  first-class  actor 
and  give  equally  serious  attention  to  other  work."  The  con- 
verse is  equally  tenable.  There  is  no  reason  why  a  man  should 
not  be  a  first-class  lawyer,  doctor,  engineer,  or  automobile 
salesman  and  give  equally  serious  attention  to  acting.  An  im- 
portant law  firm  could  afford  to  give  active  encouragement  to 
its  junior  partner's  acting  ambitions  or  a  department  store  give 
more  than  merely  tacit  consent  to  the  community  theatre 
activities  of  its  staff  members. 

In  such  cases  the  indulgence  of  an  avocation  has  a  special 
value  and  serves  as  added  technical  education.  For  my  produc- 
tion of  The  Last  Mile  several  years  ago  the  district  attorney 
not  only  lent  his  whole  arsenal  of  confiscated  weapons  and 
numbered  exhibits,  but  asked  me  to  cast  three  of  his  assistants 
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in  appropriate  roles.  As  a  talented  and  experienced  actor  him- 
self, he  appreciated  the  value  to  young  lawyers  of  a  disciplined 
memory  and  the  ability  to  control  an  audience. 

In  another  city  the  largest  department  store  actively  encour- 
ages its  salespeople  to  join  and  work  for  the  community  play- 
house and,  in  addition,  offers  free  classes  in  Speech  and  Dance 
after  business  hours.  The  executives  of  the  firm  are  frank  to 
admit  they  realize  considerable  return  on  this  investment  in 
the  increased  poise  and  alertness  of  their  workers  and  the 
improved  morale  which  proceeds  from  a  fellowship  of  interest 
in  other  than  routine  work. 

These  recognitions  of  the  positive  commercial  value  of  a 
theatrical  avocation  are  utterly  commendable  and  of  tremen- 
dous value  to  any  community  group.  A  director  would  be 
carrying  idealism  too  far  if  he  inquired  too  closely  into  the 
motives  of  every  prospective  participant.  It  is  sufficient  for  him 
that  they  are  willing  and  able.  They  furnish  the  willingness  and 
the  director  must  determine  the  ability. 

The  purely  recreational  aspect  of  any  avocation  is  univer- 
sally recognized  and  accepted,  but  as  far  as  the  theatre  is  con- 
cerned this  recognition  is  for  passive  rather  than  active  partici- 
pation. Attendance  at  the  play  is  no  longer  under  puritanical 
taboo  and  the  citizens  who  stay  away  do  so  not  on  principle, 
but  because  they  definitely  prefer  other  forms  of  entertainment 
or  find  them  more  economical  than  the  drama. 

The  majority  of  the  people  who  want  actively  to  participate 
rarely  give  any  thought  to  their  psychological  motives.  They 
have  not  analyzed  themselves  and  diagnosed  a  case  of  exhibi- 
tionism, inferiority,  or  inhibition.  They  just  want  to  act.  Per- 
haps they  are  looking  for  fun,  or  an  opportunity  to  meet  new 
people  and  make  new  friendships,  or  just  something  to  do. 
They  are  very  little  concerned  with  the  art,  but  they  expect  to 
be  instructed  in  the  craft  of  their  new  avocation.  It  is  the 
director's  problem  to  decide  whether  they  are  to  be  pieces  on 
his  chessboard,  clay  for  his  fashioning,  or  interesting  individual 
human  beings  to  be  inspired  to  their  highest  potentialities. 
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For  the  purposes  of  an  avocation  with  therapeutic  overtones 
it  is  sufficient  that  the  theatre  will  afford  opportunities  for 
training  in  leadership;  that  it  will  improve  co-ordination  and 
emotional  control;  that  it  will  teach  the  value  of  co-operation 
and  the  danger  of  indifference.  It  will  stress  concentration  and 
precision,  a  sense  of  order  and  punctuality.  This  is  a  formidable 
list  of  benefits  to  be  derived  from  a  single  prescription. 

Any  director  has  seen  this  medicine  used  in  a  hundred  cases 
and  will  be  prepared  to  vouch  for  its  efficacy.  But  his  job  is 
to  produce  plays,  not  to  perform  as  psychiatrist  and  father- 
confessor.  His  main  interest  is  to  cast  and  rehearse  the  plays 
so  that  the  finished  production  will  do  everybody  credit,  in- 
cluding the  author.  The  other  tasks  are  incidental,  but  none 
the  less  inescapable. 

There  will  be  occasions  when  some  player  will,  with  utter 
simplicity  and  honesty,  confess  that  the  role  he  is  rehearsing  is 
beyond  him.  He  is  not  "getting  it,"  and  he  offers  the  director  a 
chance  to  replace  him  before  it  is  too  late.  There  will  be  times 
when  an  actress  has  no  thought  of  giving  up  her  part,  but  is 
confused  by  some  piece  of  business,  some  reading  of  a  line  that 
baffles  her.  She  has  tried,  is  willing  to  go  on  trying,  but  it  only 
seems  to  get  worse.  She  throws  herself  on  the  director's  mercy. 

I  hope  that  my  colleagues  will  agree  that  such  incidents, 
distressing  as  they  are  to  the  victims,  should  cause  great  joy 
to  the  director.  He  will  have  discovered  a  sensitive  soul  with  a 
capacity  for  self-analysis,  with  a  feeling  of  responsibility.  It  is 
on  such  occasions  that  the  director  is  grateful  for  the  oppor- 
tunity of  saying  and  doing  the  right  thing.  It  is  a  crossroads 
for  the  player  and  a  challenge  to  his  leader. 

It  is  far  more  rewarding  to  have  to  persuade  a  conscientious 
player  to  hang  on  to  his  part  or  to  help  a  struggling  young 
actress  to  overcome  a  "block"  than  to  contend  with  the  other 
types,  the  exhibitionist  insensitive  to  correction  and  criticism 
or  the  feather-brained  fashion  plate  with  her  mind  on  her 
wardrobe. 
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These  impervious  individuals  are  the  genuine  misfits  in  the 
theatre  because  they  let  the  theatre  do  nothing  for  them.  They 
give  not,  neither  do  they  take;  they  are  completely  self-sufficient 
and  self-complacent,  they  give  the  play  no  assistance  and  they 
derive  no  benefit  from  their  experience.  It  is  the  sensitive  ones, 
unsure  of  their  ability  to  do  justice  to  the  play,  but  willing  to 
sacrifice  themselves  for  it,  who  are  the  raw  material  of  which 
fine  actors  are  made. 
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How  Good  Is  a  Good 
Amateur? 
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THE  AVERAGE  COMMUNITY  PLAYER  DOES  NOT  CONSCIOUSLY  OFFER 

less  than  his  best.  The  trouble  is  that  few  people,  often  not 
even  his  directors,  ever  tell  him  how  much  better  he  could  be. 
Mere  carping  criticism,  sarcasm,  and  nagging  will  not  help,  and 
the  actor  himself  must  be  receptive  to  suggestions  for  the  im- 
provement of  his  performance.  He  must  have,  in  St.  Augus- 
tine's words,  "The  modesty  of  a  soul  confessing  its  defects." 

The  players  who  take  counsel  with  the  director  to  try  to 
discover  in  what  way  they  can  improve,  or  even  offer  to  resign 
the  part  in  favor  of  someone  who  is  better  equipped  will  do 
finer  work  each  year;  no  standard  will  be  too  high  for  them  to 
aim  at.  To  them  the  theatre  is  not  merely  a  hobby;  it  is  an 
avocation  and  a  serious  one. 

It  is  the  hobbyist  who  is  the  misfit  and  who  gives  the  title  of 
amateur  its  low  estate.  He  loves  himself  more  than  he  loves 
his  work  and  when  cornered  he  falls  back  on  the  old  excuse— 
"But  I'm  only  an  amateur,  after  all!" 

Well,  the  Harvard- Yale  game  (or  Yale-Harvard,  as  preferred) 
is  played  by  "amateurs,"  but  if  anyone  fumbles  the  ball,  the 
offender  does  not  turn  to  the  booing  crowd  and  cry,  "Let  me 
down  lightly,  boys,  I'm  only  an  amateur."  Nor  do  the  glee 
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clubs  from  those  schools  deprecate  the  possible  adverse  com- 
ments of  the  metropolitan  music  critics  by  that  same  plaintive 
wail. 

The  best  community  production  of  any  play  cannot  stand 
comparison  with  the  best  professional  production  of  the  same 
work.  Does  that  prove  anything?  There  are  a  great  many  pro- 
fessional productions,  even  on  Broadway,  that  are  below  first 
class  standard  just  as  there  are,  unfortunately,  many  com- 
munity presentations  that  are  even  more  regrettable.  That 
proves  even  less. 

The  point  is  that  "professional"  and  "amateur"  need  not 
represent  different  grades  of  competence.  Leaving  economic 
considerations  on  one  side,  they  are  merely  categories  and  there 
are  good  and  bad  in  each  category.  Beyond  that  I  refuse  to  be 
drawn  at  this  point. 

HOW  GOOD  CAN  HE  BE? 

At  the  risk  of  being  classed  with  the  mourners  who  contend 
all  good  acting  died  with  Bernhardt  I  want  to  say  that  there 
were  many  fine  actors  in  the  pioneering  days  of  the  community 
theatre  whose  performances  I  have  not  seen  bettered.  Viewed 
in  perspective,  in  the  light  of  today's  fashionably  restrained 
playing,  some  of  these  performances  might  not  be  so  highly 
esteemed  (I  never  saw  Bernhardt).  But  some  of  these  early 
Little  Theatre  productions  included  performances  that  were 
white-hot  with  intensity,  the  work  of  fanatics  who  had  the 
scornful  laughter  of  Main  Street  in  their  ears  and  who  had  to 
be  superlatively  good  and  desperately  in  earnest  in  order  to 
justify  themselves. 

Today  the  all-round  level  of  competence  is  higher  and  many 
more  people  are  able  and  willing  to  fill  the  roles.  But  it  is  a 
dead  level  of  competence  that  they  maintain  and  no  more  than 
that. 

It  is  not  difficult  to  assign  some  possible  reasons.  The  war 
years  doubled  and  trebled  the  size  of  the  audiences  without, 
unfortunately,  increasing  their  discrimination.  At  the  same 
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time  the  acting  companies  were  depleted,  with  most  of  the 
best  young  players  in  uniform  and  the  middle-aged  ones  too 
occupied  or  anxious  to  be  able  to  stand  the  grind  of  rehearsals. 
The  few  people  who  were  available  cannot  be  blamed  if  their 
talents  did  not  measure  up  to  those  of  their  predecessors,  but 
they  should  be  criticized  for  taking  things  easy,  regarding 
themselves  as  indispensable  or  mistaking  the  easy  laughter  of 
a  wartime  audience  for  critical  acclaim. 

In  justice  to  those  who  gave  of  their  best  we  have  to  re- 
member that  a  feeling  of  impermanence  and  instability  began 
to  permeate  our  lives  as  far  back  as  ten  years  ago.  To  some  peo- 
ple the  opportunity  to  rehearse  and  play  a  role  was  a  temporary 
release  from  ever-present  dread  or  anxiety.  With  the  actual 
outbreak  of  war  few  people  were  capable  of  a  whole-souled 
concentration  on  a  make-believe  which  seemed  trivial  and  not  a 
little  shameful  against  the  background  of  world  tragedy.  It  is 
not  an  implied  criticism  of  the  sensitivities  of  those  who  did 
participate  to  say  that  many  of  the  finest  community  players 
simply  could  not  bring  themselves  to  act  at  all  during  the  war. 
Some  allowance  must  be  made  for  these  handicaps  to  produc- 
tion during  the  past  six  years,  otherwise  it  would  be  impossible 
to  avoid  the  conclusion  that  the  nonprofessional  standards 
were  on  the  decline. 

I  cannot  take  such  a  pessimistic  view,  but  I  realize  that  it 
will  be  for  me  and  my  fellow-directors  to  raise  the  standards. 
We  lay  claim  to  a  superior  theatre  intelligence,  to  a  wider 
knowledge  of  plays  and  players,  and  we  therefore  should  be  the 
best  judges  of  the  acting  in  our  companies.  We  must  be  satis- 
fied with  nothing  less  than  the  best. 

HOW  GOOD  SHOULD   HE  BE? 

Perhaps  that  question  has  already  been  answered.  He  should 
be  as  good  as  his  ideals,  as  good  as  his  conscience  and  his  direc- 
tor can  make  him.  He  must  forget  "amateur"  and  "profes- 
sional" and  strive  for  excellence  of  itself.  He  must  realize  his 
full  potentialities,  even  if  he  has  to  stop  now  and  then  for  a 


1^2  Encores  on  Main  Street 

check-up,  for  self-analysis,  or  to  commune  with  the  director, 
confident  of  help  and  sympathy. 

Christopher  St.  John,  the  biographer  of  Ellen  Terry  and 
editor  of  Ellen  Terry  and  Bernard  Shaw;  A  Correspondence 
speaks,  in  the  latter  book,  of  "the  saintly  humility  which  was 
one  of  Miss  Terry's  most  precious  qualities"  and  adds  that 
"although  reckoned  by  many  a  genius,  with  fifty  years  of  stage 
experience  behind  her  she  still  felt  she  had  much  to  learn."  To 
a  lesser  degree,  perhaps,  all  great  artists  allow  themselves  some 
diffidence  and  are  constantly  seeking  for  perfection. 

This  self-analysis  does  not  imply  any  loss  of  confidence  in 
one's  own  powers.  I  have  stressed  the  value  to  all  players, 
amateur  or  professional,  of  the  right  kind  of  self-confidence, 
which  has  no  relation  whatever  to  self-complacency.  It  is 
possible  for  an  actor  to  face  an  audience  with  courage  and 
assurance  and  yet  be  less  than  satisfied  with  his  performance. 
A  good  job  can  always  be  bettered. 

How  good  is  the  amateur?  On  the  average,  much  better  than 
he  was  twenty-five  years  ago.  Training,  experience,  added 
public  respect  for  his  avocation,— all  have  combined  to  produce 
a  competent  nonprofessional  type. 

How  good  can  he  be?  As  good  as  he  will  allow  himself  to  be. 
Ellen  Terry  was  still  trying  after  fifty  years  on  the  stage. 

How  good  should  he  be?  There  are  limitations  to  talent  and 
physical  equipment,  but  none  to  honesty,  sincerity,  and  truth. 


CHAPTER    FOURTEEN 


The  Temperamentals 


PERSONALITY  IS  THE  DISTENGUISHING  QUALITY  OF  AN  INDIVIDUAL, 

that  which  marks  him  from  his  fellows.  It  is  a  matter  of  degree, 
not  an  absolute  quantity,  since  all  human  beings  possess  a 
personality  of  some  kind.  To  say  that  a  person  lacks  per- 
sonality is  an  obvious  contradiction  in  terms. 

But  what  in  the  entertainment  world— the  theatre,  the 
movies,  the  radio— is  meant  by  personality  is  the  quality  which 
sets  some  people  apart  by  reason  of  their  ability  to  mesmerize 
their  audience,  to  pour  themselves  out  so  lavishly  that  the  be- 
holder (or  the  listener)  is  literally  constrained  to  reciprocate 
by  attention  and  applause.  By  the  degree  to  which  this  compel- 
ling force  is  exerted  we  estimate  the  power  of  the  personality. 

Since  the  use  of  personality  implies  this  almost  spendthrift 
outpouring  of  fervor  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  moment  for 
its  use  is  not  always  well  chosen.  The  very  freedom  from  re- 
pression which  marks  the  exceptional  man  or  woman  often 
leads  them  to  undisciplined  use  of  their  powers.  They  forget 
the  value  of  economy  and  selection;  they  over-act  and  they  act 
out  of  season.  These  are  "the  temperamentals." 

Temperamentalism  may  be  described  as  the  overflow  from 
the  reservoir  of  personality  which  the  dam  of  artistic  restraint 
and  selection  should  be  able  to  confine  at  the  proper  level. 
Unfortunately  each  individual  receptacle  is  separate  and  dis- 
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tinct,  and  the  height  of  the  dams  varies  quite  considerably, 
which  means  that  some  of  them  are  prone  to  overflow  with 
each  emotional  shower.  This  indicates  a  lack  of  restraint,  of 
emotional  control,  and  it  is  usually  when  the  retaining  walls 
are  low  and  the  reservoir  is  shallow  that  there  is  a  continual, 
unchecked  dribble  of  exhibitionism.  The  greater  the  restraint, 
the  more  evidence  there  is  of  power  held  in  check  by  the  con- 
fining walls. 

In  The  Flower  in  Drama  Stark  Young  describes  talent  as  "a 
thing  of  the  body.  It  goes  back  to  the  body,  as  music  does  to 
the  ear-drum  and  the  nerves  of  hearing;  it  gives  an  important 
continuity  to  the  person,  and  makes  it  not  only  true  but 
necessary  that  the  greatest  actors  always  in  a  sense  act  them- 
selves." 

There  are  some  powerful  personalities,  people  of  great  talent 
and  charm,  in  the  community  theatre  who  do,  in  a  sense,  act 
themselves  all  the  time.  They  are  gifted  with  vigorous  tempera- 
ments, and  some  of  them  incline  to  become  temperamental. 
Under  proper  direction  and  sympathetic  understanding,  they 
can  be  controlled,  and  their  energies  harnessed  to  the  uses  of 
the  theatre.  They  can  be  fitted  into  the  pattern  of  the  produc- 
tion and  guided  to  the  disciplined  approach,  but  it  will  take  a 
director  of  strong  personality  to  achieve  the  desired  results.  He 
cannot  himself  be  temperamental,  he  must  exercise  the  quality 
of  restraint  and  sympathy  with  such  people  to  a  much  larger 
extent  than  he  must  with  the  placid,  contained  variety  of 
amateur  actors.  Indeed,  he  may  sometimes  have  to  pour  him- 
self out  in  generous  measure  in  order  to  animate  some  of  the 
self-contained,  repressed  beings  who  do  not  know  how  to  let 
themselves  go.  But  with  the  temperamentals  he  will  use  the 
firm,  restraining  hand  and  the  soothing  voice. 

The  temperamentals  may  be  divided  into  two  general  cate- 
gories, of  which  the  first  embraces  the  various  types  of  ex- 
hibitionist. This  is  the  shallow  variety,  wasting  what  little 
power  it  has  in  "scenes"  away  from  the  stage  or  in  demonstra- 
tions unrelated  to  the  play.  It  makes  up  in  egotism  what  it  lacks 
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in  real  personal  power.  People  of  this  type  are  misfits  who  are 
positively  destructive  to  theatre  morale,  and  to  inflate  their 
egos  by  allowing  them  to  play  prominent  parts  will  give  them 
undeserved  encouragement.  Perhaps  the  best  treatment  for 
people  who  are  so  unjustifiably  sure  of  themselves  is  a  succes- 
sion of  small,  unimportant  parts  until  such  time  as  the  light 
begins  to  dawn  and  they  realize  their  limitations. 

The  other  type  is  the  vigorous  temperamental  who  has 
power,  control,  and  magnetism  on  the  stage  and  off.  People  of 
this  kind  are  at  once  the  director's  joy  and  despair;  joy  because 
of  the  really  magnificent  heights  to  which  they  can  sometimes 
rise,  despair  because  of  their  tendency  to  spill  over  at  unex- 
pected moments. 

The  talented  temperamentals  give  life  to  a  production.  They 
are  the  "stars"  who  have  the  range  and  variety  necessary  to 
sustain  the  long  roles.  They  act  as  inspirers  and  pacemakers  to 
the  less  experienced  players  and  they  frequently  reward  the 
director  by  superlative  performances. 

They  are  often  quite  severe  critics  of  their  own  work  and 
will,  just  as  earnestly  as  the  sincere  young  beginner,  analyze 
their  performances  in  search  of  improvement.  Sometimes  they 
are  not  too  wise  in  the  choice  of  the  moment  to  do  this.  In  the 
middle  of  rehearsal  they  decide  to  assume  an  attitude  of  help- 
ful helplessness:  "You  must  show  me  what  to  do.  There  must 
be  a  better  way  to  read  that  line  .  .  .";  or  in  affected  despair: 
"I  don't  know  what's  the  matter  with  me.  I've  never  had  this 
trouble  with  a  part  before";  or  feeling  slighted:  "Why  don't 
you  spend  some  time  giving  me  some  new  business?" 

They  are  begging  for  encouragement,  for  reassurance.  They 
do  not  need  extravagant  praise,  nor  do  they  demand  it.  They 
are  actually  quite  sure  of  their  ability  eventually  to  realize  the 
proper  characterization,  but  they  need  an  appreciative  audience 
all  the  time,  even  though  it  be  only  an  audience  of  one.  A 
sympathetic  director  supplies  that  need,  and  he  can  gain  more 
on  such  occasions  by  warmth  and  sympathy  than  by  preoccu- 
pation with  technical  deficiencies.  For  the  word  of  criticism 
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there  is  a  time  and  a  place,  but  it  is  not  at  such  moments  when 
the  actor  is  at  the  director's  mercy,  begging  for  encouraging 
confirmation,  and  in  front  of  the  other  actors  in  whose  eyes 
the  star  must  be  allowed  to  do  no  wrong. 

Players  of  this  game  are  conscious,  sometimes  perhaps  too 
much  so,  of  their  roles  as  leaders.  While  they  are  apt  to  appear 
regally  aloof,  something  akin  to  a  realization  of  noblesse  oWige 
usually  saves  them  from  actual  arrogance  or  condescension. 
They  are  more  usually  happy  in  the  character  of  Lady  Bountiful 
than  of  Marie  Antoinette,  and  when  the  patronizing  manner 
does  make  its  appearance  no  great  harm  is  ever  done;  the 
younger  players  handle  that  situation  by  being  extravagantly 
amused  and  the  Royal  Family  really  impress  no  one  but  them- 
selves by  their  antics. 

But  royalty,  even  the  stage  variety,  lays  claim  to  some  privi- 
leges. Like  the  Lowells  and  Cabots,  the  theatre  oligarchy  takes 
for  granted  its  right  to  a  clear  channel  to  the  highest  authority. 
The  temperamentals  demand  a  very  close  relationship  with  the 
director  which  is  apt  to  grow  in  intensity  as  rehearsals  proceed. 
There  may  be  nothing  personal  in  this  intercourse,  and  once 
the  play  has  closed  the  director  may  see  or  hear  nothing  of  his 
closest  collaborators  until  another  suitable  part  brings  them 
around  once  more.  But  as  rehearsals  quicken  in  tempo  a  tre- 
mendous intimacy  is  likely  to  develop;  the  leading  performers 
become  almost  loverlike  in  their  jealousy,  and  their  resentment 
of  the  time  the  director  spends  coaching  the  smaller  roles  is 
sometimes  very  real. 

This  desire  for  a  close  communion  between  the  director  and 
his  players  has  to  be  fostered.  The  necessity  for  a  warm  relation- 
ship between  him  and  the  principal  players  who  carry  the  main 
emotional  burden  of  the  play  is  especially  great.  There  has  to 
be  developed  a  sort  of  mutual  ardor,  a  reciprocal  outpouring 
of  personality.  It  is  a  perpetual  private  performance  for  an 
audience  of  one. 

The  wear  and  tear  on  the  director  is  quite  likely  to  be  con- 
siderable, for  he  may  have  to  maintain  these  intimate,  but  quite 
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professionally  impersonal  relationships  with  several  mercurial 
beings  at  one  time.  Moreover  he  has  to  strike  a  judicious  bal- 
ance and  avoid  giving  too  much  overt  attention  to  any  one  of 
his  vis-^-vis  in  these  attachments.  Any  tactics  which  are  too 
obvious  will  be  construed  as  showing  partiality  and  will  be 
keenly  resented  by  the  others.  Or,  what  is  more  loaded  with 
dynamite,  giving  too  much  attention  to  anyone  may  arouse 
the  indignation  of  the  player  concerned  as  tending  to  spot- 
light his  imperfections.  There  are  pitfalls  all  along  the  road. 

One  very  effective  actor,  the  first  time  we  worked  together, 
presented  me  with  a  totally  different  characterization  at  each 
of  the  first  four  or  five  rehearsals.  After  some  judicious  sleuth- 
ing I  found  out  he  was  a  rabid  movie  fan  with  sufficient  leisure 
to  be  able  to  attend  a  matinee  every  day  if  he  so  desired.  At  the 
evening  rehearsal  he  would  faithfully  reproduce  the  distinguish- 
ing characteristics  of  the  star  he  had  seen  in  the  afternoon. 
This  chameleon  quality  certainly  lent  variety  to  our  sessions 
but  his  fellow-players  didn't  appreciate  his  versatility.  It  was 
difficult  for  them  to  make  the  rapid  adjustment  necessary  to 
play  in  support  of  everyone  from  Noel  Coward  to  Paul  Muni 
by  way  of  Jean  Hersholt,  Charles  Boyer,  and  John  Barrymore. 

As  soon  as  I  discovered  the  cause  of  these  wide  fluctuations 
in  style  I  removed  him  from  temptation  either  by  calling  after- 
noon rehearsals  or  taking  him  out  on  the  golf  course  until  such 
time  as  the  proper  characterization  was  established.  Actually 
he  was  a  capable  performer  in  his  own  personal  style  and  had 
no  need  of  imitative  methods. 

Another  very  lovable  character  who  once  played  Hamlet  for 
me  took  his  assignment  with  becoming  seriousness.  When  not 
under  the  intoxicating  influence  of  a  leading  role  he  was  wont 
to  dress  very  colorfully,  but  on  beginning  rehearsals  he  usually 
adopted  some  appropriate  costume  details  to  help  his  char- 
acterization. Starting  to  work  on  Hamlet  he  began  by  putting 
away  all  his  more  vivid  neckgear  and  appearing  every  evening 
with  a  tie  of  solid  black.  A  few  days  later,  as  his  characterization 
grew  in  intensity,  he  showed  up  wearing  a  dark  blue  suit,  a 
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week  later  he  changed  to  an  oxford  grey,  and  finally  settled 
down  to  a  black  affair  which  he  wore  day  in,  day  out,  until  the 
dress  rehearsal.  At  that  time,  without  transitional  shock,  he 
stepped  into  the  garb  of  the  sweet  prince,  fully  conditioned  to 
somber  and  melancholy  hues. 

I  retained  my  composure  pretty  well  during  this  period  of 
what  the  electrician  called  "Hamlet's  slow  dim-out";  it  would 
have  been  cruel  to  laugh  or  even  to  permit  a  smile  in  public, 
and  it  would  have  been  fatal  to  allow  the  rest  of  the  cast  to 
offer  any  comment. 

The  final  example  of  artistic  integrity  came  about  a  week 
before  the  opening,  when  Hamlet  traded  in  his  almost  new 
dark  green  sedan  for  a  similar  model— painted  black.  The  cast 
only  recovered  in  time  for  the  first  night,  but  as  their  fellow- 
player  was  universally  popular  and  a  good  companion  at  re- 
hearsals he  never  knew  how  near  they  came  to  slaying  the 
publicity  man,  who  wanted  to  write  a  feature  story  on  the 
event. 

Hamlet  gave  a  good  account  of  himself  in  performance,  the 
public  was  appreciative  and  we  ran  an  extra  week,  so  what  did 
it  matter  if  a  conscientious  actor  did  take  himself  a  little  too 
seriously? 


CHAPTER    FIFTEEN 

The  Audience  and  the 
Community 
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THE  TICKET  BUYER  IS  THE  FORGOTTEN   MAN  OF   THE   THEATRE, 

often  completely  overlooked  in  the  calculations  of  the  policy 
makers.  An  audience  is  regarded  as  a  necessary  evil  and,  as  such, 
is  tolerated  and  given  a  modicum  of  consideration,  since  by 
its  presence  it  makes  possible  the  paying  of  the  bills  and  the 
taking  of  curtain  calls.  That  both  money  and  applause  are  es- 
sential is  recognized  by  everyone  around  the  theatre. 

But  a  proper  recognition  of  the  audience  as  an  actual  instru- 
ment in  the  making  of  policy  is  something  else  again.  Provided 
that  the  crowds  keep  coming,  raise  no  violent  protest,  and  ap- 
plaud with  the  average  amount  of  warmth,  the  community 
theatres  are  apt  to  accept  public  support  with  the  utmost  com- 
placency and  go  on  doing  the  plays  they  always  have  done.  In 
consequence  their  productions  tend  to  be  imitative  and  stand- 
ardized, rarely  creative,  original,  or  courageous  in  furnishing 
a  lead  to  audience  taste  and  discrimination.  The  people  "out 
front"  are  taken  for  granted,  and  taken  at  a  very  low  valuation 
at  that. 

The  play  selectors  will,  of  course,  deny  this.  "We  do  take 
our  subscribers  into  our  confidence,"  they  will  say.  "We  try 
to  find  out  what  they  want,  and  then  arrange  our  schedule  ac- 
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cordingly.  We  have  conducted  audience  polls  every  season,  for 
years." 

This  is  quite  true,  as  far  as  it  goes.  There  are  very  few  groups 
who  do  not  make  this  gesture  to  their  audiences,  and  almost 
every  director  has  given  careful  study  to  the  findings  of  these 
polls.  What  do  they  prove,  beyond  the  immutable  fact  that 
the  majority  vote  is  always  for  "comedies"?  If  the  questionnaire 
should  list  actual  titles  so  that  the  voters  could  indicate  their 
preference  for  seven  or  eight  out  of  a  total  of  twenty  or  more, 
the  preponderance  of  the  selections  will  always  be  plays  cur- 
rently successful  on  Broadway,  or  plays  which  have  recently 
closed  but  are  now  being  highly  publicized  by  Hollywood  be- 
cause of  the  forthcoming  release  of  a  picture  by  the  same  name. 
Public  taste  in  entertainment,  as  in  many  other  matters,  is 
highly  sensitive  to  propaganda,  and  we  have  to  accept  the  fact 
that  practically  the  only  sources  of  information  for  the  average 
theatregoer  are  the  syndicated  column,  the  gossip  paragraph, 
and  the  photograph  with  the  flattering  caption.  This  is  just 
as  true  of  the  Manhattan  resident  as  of  the  subscriber  to  the 
Middletown  Playhouse. 

A  very  vivid  illustration  of  the  carrying  power  of  the  press 
agent's  trumpet  was  our  experience  at  Memphis  one  year.  The 
audience  at  the  last  play  of  the  season  was  provided  with  a  list 
of  some  twenty-five  plays  from  which  they  were  asked  to  select 
eight  as  their  choice  for  the  following  season.  The  names  of 
the  authors  were  not  shown.  The  first  title  printed  on  the  list 
was  My  Heart's  In  The  Highlands.  It  topped  the  poll,  which 
was  not  surprising  because  every  candidate  for  public  office 
knows  that  the  leading  name  on  the  ticket  starts  with  an  undue 
advantage  over  those  which  follow. 

The  title  of  the  play  is  definitely  arresting,  suggestive  of 
romance,  of  love  in  the  open  spaces.  It  is  a  box-office  name,  but 
I  felt  sure  that  very  few  of  the  voters  knew  of  the  author  of  the 
play.  Since  many  of  the  subscribers  signed  their  names  to  their 
selections  I  was  able  to  do  a  little  sampling  on  my  own  account 
and  discovered,  as  I  had  suspected,  that  the  appeal  of  the  title 
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was  the  only  reason  for  about  ninety  percent  of  these  votes. 
When  I  mentioned  that  the  author  was  WiHiam  Saroyan,  they 
were  not  so  sure  they  had  chosen  wisely,  and  when  I  outlined 
the  plot  at  their  request  there  was  a  further  diminution  of 
enthusiasm.  Although  we  were  genuinely  anxious  to  do  the 
play  and  so  test  its  audience  appeal  in  the  only  practical  way, 
I  recall  some  difficulty  about  obtaining  the  rights  of  produc- 
tion and  the  good  people  of  Memphis  were  therefore  spared 
considerable  disillusionment.  They  were  also,  incidentally,  de- 
prived of  the  chance  of  seeing  what  George  Jean  Nathan  has 
called  "as  bonny,  imaginative,  and  utterly  fascinating  a  senti- 
mental lark  as  came  in  a  long  spell."  But  some  of  them,  at 
least,  would  have  had  some  trouble  in  reconciling  the  matter 
of  the  play  with  the  preconceived  notions  prompted  by  the 
title. 

In  the  same  poll,  hidden  away  in  the  center  of  the  list,  was 
The  Little  Foxes,  at  that  time  running  strongly  on  Broadway. 
It  had  not  yet  been  purchased  by  Hollywood  and  the  char- 
acter of  Regina  was  therefore  not  even  a  gleam  in  Miss  Bette 
Davis'  eye.  Tallulah  Bankhead  was  remembered  by  the  greater 
public,  if  at  all,  as  just  another  stage  actress  who  had  not  made 
the  grade  in  Hollywood.  To  knowing  New  Yorkers  she  was  an 
established  star  playing  the  finest  role  of  her  career,  but  it  was 
only  after  our  poll  had  been  in  progress  three  or  four  days  that 
the  front  pages  of  every  newspaper  in  the  country  carried  some 
story  or  other  which  gave  her  considerable  prominence.  As  it 
was  intended  to  do,  the  paragraph  made  no  secret  of  the  fact 
that  she  was  rather  prominently  associated  with  The  Little 
Foxes. 

Up  to  that  time  very  few  votes  had  been  cast  for  that  play, 
but  the  evening  following  the  appearance  of  the  news  story  at 
least  75  percent  of  the  Memphis  audience  marked  The  Little 
Foxes  on  their  lists.  The  sound  of  the  press  agent's  trumpet 
carries  a  long  way. 

These  samplings  of  public  preference  prove  very  little  beyond 
the  fact  that  the  overall  result  of  a  national  poll  on  any  ques- 
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tion— international  policy,  birth  control,  the  most  popular 
movie  star,  or  the  most  acceptable  program  of  plays— will  be 
fairly  accurately  reflected  by  the  opinion  of  any  one  local  group. 
Sectional  prejudices  or  recognized  regional  tendencies  will  ac- 
count for  some  minor  variations,  but  within  a  few  percentage 
points  the  national  preference  may  usually  be  discovered  by 
taking  any  city  as  a  sample.  Thus,  an  audience  poll  in  Memphis 
would  show  just  about  the  same  evidence  of  audience  taste  as 
one  taken  the  same  week  in  Minneapolis.  Both  cities  are  sub- 
jected to  the  same  propaganda  barrage,  for  the  gossip  columns 
are  ubiquitous.  The  law  of  averages  has  yet  to  be  disproved,  and 
although  every  city  likes  to  proclaim  its  individuality  insofar  as 
taste  in  entertainment  is  concerned,  the  fact  remains  that  as 
Broadway  goes,  so  goes  the  nation— a  few  months  later. 

The  choice,  then,  for  the  policy  makers  is  whether  they  want 
to  supply  the  average  audience  or  the  distinctive  one.  Do  they 
plan  a  theatre  which  is  just  like  every  other,  or  do  they  want 
one  so  different— by  reason  of  careful  nurture— that  it  will  be 
a  landmark,  and  set  a  standard  for  others  to  emulate? 

The  swollen  audiences  of  the  past  few  war  years  have  been 
very  welcome  to  all  treasurers  and  guarantors.  Many  a  mort- 
gage has  been  burned  and  many  an  overdraft  liquidated. 
Quite  a  few  reserve  funds  have  been  created  to  take  care  of 
expansion  of  one  kind  or  another. 

The  size  of  these  new  subscription  lists  and  the  noise  of  the 
applause  are  positively  dangerous.  Some  few  far-sighted  makers 
of  policy  are  asking  themselves  whether  they  really  want  to 
keep  on  playing  each  production  two  and  even  three  weeks, 
although  the  audiences  continue  to  register  approval. 

The  actors  are  overworked,  they  say,  their  performances  tend 
to  grow  casual,  and  preparation  of  the  next  production  is  either 
delayed  or  rushed.  Even  with  the  funds  in  hand  it  will  not  be 
possible  to  build  the  necessary  additional  facilities  for  rehearsals 
within  the  next  few  years.  "Can  we  keep  up  the  pace?"  they 
are  asking.  "Will  the  audiences  start  to  fall  off  just  about  the 
time  these  extra  facilities  are  available— and  will  the  ones  who 
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are  left  be  the  type  of  subscriber  we  want?  Will  the  discrimi- 
nating have  been  driven  away  by  the  undistinguished  plays  we 
have  had  to  do  (we  polled  our  audience,  you  know),  and  will 
the  residue  be  merely  distraction-seekers?"  The  last  of  these 
prospects  is  the  most  appalling,  for  the  theatre  whose  sub- 
scription list  has  dwindled  to  its  prewar  size  but  contains  only 
"the  unskillful"  would  be  in  the  position  of  having  to  start  all 
over  again  with  the  task  of  building  an  audience. 

This  would  be  a  disheartening,  backbreaking  task,  because 
audience  taste  has  to  be  created  and  trained,  patiently  and 
painstakingly,  and  the  job  is  not  done  in  any  one  season.  The 
difference  between  the  civic  theatre  and  Broadway,  between 
the  community  theatre  of  distinction  and  the  "average"  one  is 
just  this  matter  of  a  trained,  discriminating  clientele.  Of  neces- 
sity its  personnel  changes  slightly  every  year,  but  the  turnover 
among  its  supporters  should  be  very  small  if  the  job  of  creating 
an  audience— and  not  merely  selling  tickets— is  being  well 
done. 

I  am  not  advocating  an  "art  theatre"  program,  an  undiluted 
fare  of  indigestible  foreign  translations  and  classics,  in  the  nar- 
row sense.  A  program  of  that  type  belongs  to  a  college  theatre 
which  is  interested  in  exposing  its  students  to  the  genuine 
world  drama  and  to  plays  which  are  educational  if  not  always 
entertaining.  A  drama  school  might  be  excused  for  regarding 
its  audience  as  a  necessary  evil. 

The  goal  for  the  community  policy  makers  should  be  a  di- 
versified repertory  with  gradually  rising  standards  both  of  ma- 
terial and  performance.  There  should  always  be  under  con- 
sideration a  play  which  cannot  be  done  well  enough  this  year 
but  which  must  be  done  the  next.  And  next  year  should  mean 
the  following  season,  not  the  tomorrow  which  never  comes. 

The  average  audience  member  does  not  know  what  he 
wants,  he  only  thinks  he  does,  but  he  should  not  be  despised 
or  ignored  on  that  account.  There  must  be  neither  pity  nor 
contempt  in  the  attitude  of  the  theatre  towards  its  supporters, 
but  there  has  to  be  a  feeling  of  grave  responsibility.  The  theatres 
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which  have  maintained  an  unbroken  record  of  operation  for 
twenty  and  twenty-five  years  are  the  ones  which  have  enter- 
tained this  responsibihty  and  kept  raising  their  standards  of 
repertory  and  production.  These  groups  refused  to  compro- 
mise, they  paid  not  too  much  attention  to  polls  and  audience 
surveys  and  if  the  present  time  does  find  some  of  them  filling 
their  houses  by  playing  the  less  distinguished  type  of  Broadway 
farce-comedy,  their  record  is  sufficient  assurance  of  their  abil- 
ity to  lead  their  audiences  rather  than  to  be  led. 

I  see  no  reason  for  the  general  assumption  that  membership 
must  of  necessity  fall  within  a  few  years  to  little  higher  than 
the  prewar  level,  or  that,  on  the  other  hand,  the  community 
theatres  must  throw  overboard  their  standards  and  play  down 
to  these  new  and  admittedly  less  discriminating  audiences.  For 
this  reason  I  have  never  been  able  to  share  the  enthusiasm  of 
some  colleagues  for  the  closed  membership  policy  which  they 
advocate  as  the  only  solution  of  the  membership  problem. 
Their  well-reasoned  attitude  is  that  it  is  the  casual  ticket  buyer 
who  demands,  and  makes  necessary,  the  production  of  spurious 
and  trivial  plays,  and  that  only  regular  attendance  at  all  produc- 
tions over  a  period,  not  of  one  season  merely  but  of  a  number 
of  years,  will  equip  any  member  of  a  theatre  audience  with  the 
necessary  keenness  of  perception  and  perfection  of  taste. 

If  it  were  possible  to  garner  a  subscription  list  consisting  of 
theatre  devotees  with  a  life  expectancy  of  at  least  ten  years 
and  be  assured  that  in  addition  to  the  mere  promise  of  survival 
they  would  also  be  one  hundred  percent  free  from  all  sickness, 
domestic  tribulations,  or  financial  reverses,  it  is  feasible  that  a 
watertight  little  coterie  of  theatregoers  might  be  able  to  reach 
incredible  heights  of  taste  and  appreciation.  But  such  a  desid- 
eratum is  unattainable  on  the  face  of  it;  all  available  statistics 
go  to  prove  that  many  factors  combine  to  make  a  seasonal 
turnover  inevitable  even  when  there  is  a  high  level  of  satisfac- 
tion with  the  program.  Even  scientifically  managed  concert 
series  such  as  The  Civic  Music  Association,  which  offer  highly 
desirable  musical  attractions  of  the  first  rank  sometimes  ex- 
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perience  a  turnover  in  their  subscription  lists  of  as  high  as  sixty 
percent.  Death,  removal,  economic  disturbance,  fluctuations  in 
taste,  all  take  their  toll;  there  is  no  such  thing  as  a  stable  audi- 
ence, or  even  a  ninety  percent  constant  body  of  playgoers. 

Another  fallacy  in  the  argument  for  the  exclusive  type  of 
membership  lies  in  the  assumption  that  the  coterie  will  consist 
entirely  of  persons  who  are  either  impeccable  in  their  dramatic 
taste  or  who  are  capable  of  being  molded  closer  to  the  desire  of 
the  selectors  of  the  repertory.  This  is  mere  wishful  thinking. 
There  is  no  guarantee  that  the  purchaser  of  a  season  ticket  may 
not  be  that  undesirable  individual  the  Philistine,  the  devotee 
of  bedroom  farce,  or  even  the  thin-skinned  puritan  of  de- 
plorably Comstockian  views.  Either  such  irreconcilable  ele- 
ments in  the  audience  would  have  to  be  endured  for  several 
years  or  else  encouraged  to  resign  out  of  hand.  In  the  latter 
case  the  problem  would  be  to  discover  whether  the  next  names 
on  the  waiting  list  might  not  be  those  of  similarly  inharmonious 
citizens.  The  only  safe  way  to  select  the  ideal  audience  would 
be  by  a  questionnaire  or  some  other  equally  objectionable  form 
of  inquisition.  The  possibilities  of  such  a  procedure  are  limit- 
less, and  quite  terrifying. 

It  would  seem  to  be  more  sporting  to  place  no  restrictions 
on  admission,  but  to  allow  prospective  new  members  to  sample 
the  wares  by  allowing  them  to  make  their  own  choice  of  indi- 
vidual plays  before  accepting  their  subscriptions  for  a  whole 
season.  It  might  be  the  policy  of  wisdom  to  prepare  some  new 
subscribers  in  this  way  to  take  the  place  of  the  ones  who  will 
drop  out  of  the  list  each  year  by  reason  of  death,  debt,  or  dis- 
satisfaction. 

A  policy  which  invites  a  subscription  list  to  produce  an  in- 
come large  enough  to  remove  financial  worry  and  then  permits 
nonsubscribers  to  purchase  single  admissions  is  in  general  prac- 
tice today.  Admittedly  it  is  a  compromise  but  a  realistic  one. 
The  repertory  for  the  season  is  selected  with  the  subscribers  in 
mind;  the  casual  visitor  (who,  it  is  hoped,  is  also  the  prospec- 
tive subscriber)  incurs  some  slight  risk  of  surprise  or  disap- 
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pointment,  since  he  may  have  been  misled  by  the  play's  title. 
The  regular  subscribers  run  almost  the  same  risk,  but  they  do 
not  expect  complete  satisfaction  from  every  play.  In  general 
they  are  reasonable  and  view  the  entire  season  in  proper 
perspective  before  deciding  whether  or  not  to  renew  their 
subscriptions.  Moreover,  as  subscriber-members  they  feel  some- 
thing of  proprietorship  and  the  right  to  complain  about  a  play 
they  do  not  like,  but  they  are  unwilling  to  allow  the  same 
privilege  to  the  casual  visitor.  They  will  defend  the  policy,  the 
play  selection,  and  the  production  standards  of  their  theatre 
against  the  criticism  of  the  outsider.  It  is  right  and  proper  for 
them  to  feel  possessive. 

But,  by  being  prepared  to  admit  anyone  who  presents  him- 
self at  the  box  ofEce  with  the  price  of  admission  the  theatre 
preserves  the  genuine  spirit  of  community  participation.  Only 
if  there  are  no  restrictions  on  admission  is  it  logical  and 
equitable  for  the  group  to  function  in  the  name  of  a  com- 
munity or  civic  theatre  and  enjoy  all  the  privileges  and 
perquisites  appertaining  thereto  such  as  discounts,  free  pub- 
licity, and  the  loan  of  furniture. 

In  justice  to  some  of  the  most  eloquent  spokesmen  for  the 
closed  membership  school  of  thought  it  must  be  admitted  that 
they  do  not  speak  in  terms  of  a  community  theatre  in  the  ac- 
cepted sense.  They  are  vitally  interested  in  a  better  national 
theatre,  with  higher  standards  all  around,  and  their  plan  has 
met  with  success  in  several  cities  where  the  theatre  does  not 
operate  on  avowedly  "community"  lines. 

Unfortunately  this  theory  finds  favor  with  a  number  of  other 
groups  at  present  agitated  by  the  problem  of  large  subscription 
lists,  consequent  long  runs,  and  limitations  of  space.  These 
groups  have  a  responsibility  to  their  communities  and  they  can 
hope  to  retain  their  democratic  appeal  and  their  civic  esteem 
only  by  encouraging  the  widest  possible  support.  I  believe  that 
any  attempt  to  close  their  membership  would  bring  about  an 
unfavorable  reaction. 

The  method  adopted  to  derive  income  for  the  theatre  is 
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closely  bound  up  with  the  problem  of  building  an  audience. 
The  closed  membership  plan  has  the  merit  of  allowing  the 
group  to  concentrate  upon  a  reasonably  unified  body  of  people. 
With  the  subscription-plus-box-oflSce  plan  the  audience  person- 
nel will  change  more  frequently  but  the  plays  are  constantly 
reaching  and  attracting  a  larger  group  of  the  citizens.  There  is 
no  absolute  saturation  point. 

I  know  of  no  prominent  group  which  operates  without  a 
subscription  policy  in  some  form  or  other  except  the  Palo  Alto 
Community  Theatre  where  Ralph  Emerson  Welles  has  so  im- 
pressed the  city  government  with  the  value  of  the  theatre's 
work  that  his  organization  receives  an  annual  subsidy  of  con- 
siderable size. 

Norris  Houghton,  author  of  Advance  From  Broadway,  says, 
"Tlie  first  question  that  arises  in  the  mind  of  a  visitor  is  to 
what  extent  a  city-owned  and  operated  theatre  is  affected  by 
political  interference  or  censorship.  Mr.  Welles  is  able  to  say 
there  is  none;  and  he  claims  that  the  theatre's  democratic  policy 
is  responsible." 

Despite  the  comfortable  feeling  of  financial  security  and  the 
sincerity  of  Mr.  Welles'  assurances,  most  theatre  groups  would, 
I  feel,  prefer  complete  independence  even  at  the  cost  of  some 
financial  headaches.  They  are  willing  to  entertain  responsibility 
to  the  community  as  a  whole,  but  it  must  be  their  own  inter- 
pretation of  the  measure  of  this  obligation.  This  interpretation 
is  usually  that  the  community  deserves  the  best  that  can  rea- 
sonably be  furnished  in  the  way  of  dramatic  entertainment. 

Perfectionists  may  find  this  credo  overcautious,  a  counsel  of 
expediency,  a  compromise  with  ideals.  To  Norris  Houghton, 
who  in  1940  viewed  the  community  scene  through  Broadway- 
tinted  glasses,  this  very  caution  seems  to  imply  satisfaction 
with  mediocrity.  He  found  the  regional  theatre  paying  no  at- 
tention to  social  injustices,  neglecting  "the  workers,"  charging 
such  high  prices  that  only  a  low  percentage  of  any  city's  popu- 
lation could  afford  to  partake  of  what  was  no  more  than  a 
watered-down  version  of  Broadway. 
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The  years  since  his  odyssey  have  only  slightly  altered  the 
picture  and  rendered  invahd  only  a  few  of  his  reflections.  The 
audiences  have  increased  in  size,  in  some  cases  threefold,  giving 
most  theatres  a  potential  far  in  excess  of  the  most  optimistic 
expectations  of  the  original  pioneers.  The  prices  charged  for 
admission  have,  in  general,  remained  at  1940  levels,  the  in- 
crease in  the  total  cost  of  a  ticket  being  attributable  to  the 
entertainment  tax  paid  without  protest  by  a  public  hardened 
to  such  exactions.  In  comparison  with  the  cost  of  other  distrac- 
tions, the  price  of  a  community  theatre  ticket  in  1947  seems 
very  reasonable. 

His  other  comments  still  have  some  justification  but  Mr. 
Houghton  perhaps  may  have  misunderstood  the  functions  and 
the  responsibilities  of  the  present-day  community  theatre.  The 
art  theatre  of  the  '20's  has  outlived  its  usefulness.  Twenty-five 
years  ago  it  filled  a  desperate  need  and  there  are  those  of  us  who 
fought  its  early  battles  who  believe  that  it  fulfilled  its  purpose. 
It  was  not  without  definite  influence  on  public  taste,  on  pro- 
duction standards,  and  even  on  Broadway  repertory.  No  matter 
who  claims  the  credit  for  the  undoubted  improvement,  a  com- 
parison between  Burns  Mantle's  Ten  Best  Plays  of  1940  and 
those  of  twenty  years  earlier  will  prove  something. 

Kenneth  Macgowan,  writing  ten  years  or  so  before  Norris 
Houghton,  found  the  community  theatre  grown-up,  leaving 
amateurism  for  professionalism.  In  Footlights  Across  America 
he  says  that  "It  is  just  possible,  however,  that  we  may  find  the 
finished  product  not  only  an  art  theatre  or  a  repertory  theatre 
or  whatever  we  may  care  to  label  it,  but  also  a  theatre  serving 
a  bigger  audience  than  it  ever  served  before.  A  community 
theatre— at  last  and  for  perhaps  the  first  time."  He  significantly 
ended  this  chapter  by  having  the  printer  affix  the  signet  of  the 
Birmingham  (England)  Repertory  Theatre  which,  under  Sir 
Barry  Jackson,  has  served  its  community  for  over  thirty  years 
with  the  highest  possible  standards  of  production. 

Mr.  Macgowan's  prophecy  is  in  process  of  fulfillment.  The 
objective  of  most  community  theatres  is  to  serve  the  citizens 
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with  a  program  of  dramatic  entertainment.  The  professional 
directors  are  charged  with  the  duty  of  maintaining— and  im- 
proving—the standards  of  direction,  acting,  and  production, 
and  it  is  only  at  those  groups  which  are  more  interested  in  the 
number  of  active  participants  than  in  the  quality  of  perform- 
ance that  criticism  should  be  leveled. 

Mr.  Houghton  penetrated  the  forest  primeval  and  roamed 
the  wide  open  spaces  in  search  of  something  he  had  been  told 
was  at  once  exotic  and  native.  He  searched  for  a  primitive  art 
form  and  a  "living  newspaper"  and  of  course  found  neither. 

Instead  he  found  something  quite  positive  and  vital— an 
agglomeration  of  producing  organizations,  each  of  them  self- 
supporting,  dependent  neither  upon  subsidy  (Palo  Alto,  of 
course,  being  a  notable  exception)  nor  upon  the  bounty  of 
patronage,  working  out  their  own  individual  problems  and  free 
from  the  domination  of  any  cult  or  fad. 

Largely  by  the  process  of  trial  and  error,  most  theatre  groups 
have  evolved  a  policy  and  a  style  in  repertory  and  production 
that  meet  with  the  approval  of  their  public.  But  the  theatre's 
responsibility  does  not  end  here  and  audience  commendation 
cannot  be  presumed  to  be  unfailing.  To  say  that  theatre  at- 
tendance becomes  a  habit  is  to  ignore  the  fact  that  habits  may 
be  broken  when  a  more  exciting  form  of  diversion  comes  along. 
The  inner  core  of  theatre  fanatics  are  apt  to  credit  the  general 
theatre  public  with  the  same  devotion  they  themselves  pos- 
sess. They  take  the  audience  for  granted  because  they  them- 
selves could  not  live  without  the  flesh-and-blood  drama,  good, 
bad,  or  indifferent  in  quality. 

Even  if  the  membership  is  at  present  larger  each  year  than 
the  one  before,  too  great  a  turnover  in  the  personnel  of  the 
subscribers  should  be  interpreted  as  a  danger  signal.  More 
people  fail  to  renew  their  support  through  loss  of  interest  than 
by  death  or  removal,  and  although  few  of  those  who  drop  out 
are  ever  completely  candid  about  their  reasons  for  non-renewal, 
their  privacy  must  be  respected.  There  may  be  many  other 
reasons  for  their  withdrawal  besides  "I  do  not  like  the  kind  of 
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plays  .  .  .  ,"  but  in  any  case  a  poll  of  disgruntled  ex-subscribers 
is  not  recommended. 

In  a  previous  chapter  on  Play  Selection  I  suggested  a  judi- 
cious admixture  of  two  apparently  conflicting  policies.  The 
audience  must  be  given  v^'hat  they  want  and  also  what  they 
ought  to  want.  Completely  to  ignore  the  first  desideratum  is  to 
court  financial  disaster;  to  overlook  the  second  is  to  shirk  re- 
sponsibility for  the  creation  of  an  audience  which  will  not  only 
be  distinctive  itself  but  will  support  an  organization  of  increas- 
ing excellence. 

There  is  no  sure  formula  beyond  patience  and  a  sort  of  stub- 
born adherence  to  ideals.  Perhaps  no  American  theatre  udll 
ever  repeat  the  revolutionary  work  of  Antoine  or  Stanislavsky. 
But  the  new  audiences  of  today  are  a  challenge,  and  the  evo- 
lutionary process  may  be  the  way  to  meet  it.  If  the  directors 
of  the  American  regional  theatres  have  a  sufficient  breadth  of 
vision  to  enable  them  to  accept  the  challenge,  to  give  their 
repertory  some  backbone,  and  their  productions  an  individual 
"form  and  pressure,"  then  their  communities  will  have  been 
well  served  and  a  new  and  more  worthy  theatre  created  on  the 
foundations  of  the  present  one. 


CHAPTER    SIXTEEN 


Looking  Around 
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TO  VIEW  THE  NATIONAL  PICTURE  WITH  ABSOLUTE  DETACHMENT 

is  to  be  forced  to  the  conclusion  that  most  community  theatre 
groups  are  at  the  present  time  indulging  in  what  may  turn  out 
to  be  a  fatal  complacency.  To  keener  observers  than  myself  a 
new  order  is  in  the  making  and  the  national  theatre— for  that 
is  the  only  way  properly  to  describe  this  conglomeration  of 
separate,  individual,  and  unregimented  play-producing  or- 
ganizations—is literally  at  the  crossroads.  Most  of  these  groups 
seem  quite  unaware  that  they  have  arrived  at  a  turning  point 
and  that  a  decision  is  being  forced  upon  them. 

On  the  face  of  it  the  leading  groups  are  in  a  stronger  position 
than  ever  before.  In  the  foregoing  chapters  I  have  made  fre- 
quent references  to  the  growing  subscription  lists,  to  the  long 
runs  of  each  play  that  these  large  audiences  make  necessary. 
The  people  who  fill  these  auditoriums  are  no  longer  merely  the 
friends  of  the  players,  the  social  climbers  and  the  culture  seek- 
ers. The  American  nonprofessional  theatre  has  come  a  long 
way  since  Harold  Markham,  author  of  The  Amateur  Theatri- 
cal Handbook,  could  write,  in  1927,  that:  "Amateurs,  it  can 
thankfully  be  remembered,  play  to  amateur  audiences— to 
people  who  have  come  to  make  the  best  of  them,  not  coldly  to 
demand  value  for  money.  Our  audiences  are  not  'hundred- 
headed  beasts'  but  our  best  friends." 
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The  ticket  buyer  of  today  makes  very  little  distinction  be- 
tween a  professional  and  an  amateur  provided  the  play  is  one 
he  wants  to  see,  and  provided  the  recommendation  of  his 
friends  is  sufl5ciently  warm.  Very  few  road  companies  now 
deem  it  necessary  or  even  desirable  to  advertise  that  they  are 
presenting  a  "New  York  cast,"  because  audiences  are  more 
sophisticated  than  they  were;  they  know,  from  reading  their 
papers  that  the  original  New  York  cast  is  still  playing  on 
Broadway,  has  been  playing  there  for  three,  four,  or  five  years 
in  fact,  and  cannot,  therefore,  be  in  two  places  at  once.  If 
highly  publicized  stars  are  not  billed  in  the  cast,  a  road 
company  is  just  another  competent  group  of  players.  And 
competence  may  as  readily  be  found  today  at  the  local  civic 
theatre  in  a  residential  section  as  at  the  "legit"  house  down- 
town. 

Since  the  war  New  England  and  the  contiguous  states  have 
been  teeming  with  all  kinds  of  summer  theatre  offerings. 
These  companies  have  ranged  all  the  way  from  completely 
professional.  Equity-approved  casts  of  Broadway  caliber  down 
to  the  most  unripe  examples  of  amateur  improvisation.  The 
scale  of  prices  was  almost  uniform;  it  cost  no  more  to  see  Helen 
Hayes  than  to  watch  the  wife  of  a  publisher,  and  a  very  healthy 
business  was  done  by  all.  The  audience  seemed  to  ask  no 
questions  about  the  constitution  of  the  company  or  the  status 
of  the  players.  They  wanted  a  show,  they  paid  to  see  it,  and  if 
it  satisfied  them,  they  came  again  the  following  week. 

Even  after  due  allowance  is  made  for  the  fact  that  these  have 
been  years  of  easy  spending,  it  is  easy  to  draw  the  conclusion 
that,  in  the  main,  audiences  no  longer  make  great  distinction 
between  the  professional  and  the  nonprofessional,  as  such. 
They  will,  of  course,  always  flock  more  readily  to  see  Hayes, 
Cornell,  or  the  Lunts  than  they  will  to  a  cast  of  unfamiliar 
players,  but  they  will  turn  out  to  see  Life  With  Father  whether 
Howard  Lindsay  or  his  tenth,  or  one-hundredth,  facsimile  ap- 
pears as  the  peppery  parent.  At  the  community  production 
some  local  dramatic  luminary  may  draw  especially  well,  but 
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provided  the  productions  have  a  reputation  for  sustained  com- 
petence the  title  of  the  play  will  be  the  principal  attraction. 

There  are  very  few  community  theatres  whose  production 
standards,  taken  all  around,  will  stand  comparison  with  a  pro- 
fessional company  doing  the  same  play.  There  are  even  fewer 
whose  work  is  superior  to  that  of  the  average  road  company. 
"So  what?"  reply  hundreds  of  producing  groups  from  the  com- 
munities, "Who  said  we  were  professionals?  We  don't  pretend 
to  be  anything  more  than  amateurs!" 

Yet  these  very  people  cannot  be  more  highly  flattered  than 
to  be  told  by  some  gushing  member  of  the  first-night  audience 
that  they  were  "even  better  than  the  Broadway  company."  A 
well-meant  but  uncritical  compliment  like  that  will  run  like 
wildfire  backstage  and  make  good  conversation  for  weeks  after- 
wards. But  when  it  is  hinted  that  Tallulah  Bankhead  or  Fredric 
March  need  not  lose  any  sleep  on  account  of  the  local  per- 
formance the  comment  is  briskly  resented,  and  the  offended 
players  take  refuge  in  their  amateur  status.  Being  human,  they 
want  to  be  praised  in  terms  of  the  professional  but  criticized 
in  terms  of  the  nonprofessional.  In  short  they  want  to  have 
their  cake  and  eat  it  too. 

The  nonprofessional  theatre  has  to  decide,  and  decide 
quickly,  what  it  prefers  to  do  with  its  cake.  It  has  to  make  up 
its  mind  which  course  to  pursue  if  it  is  to  serve  its  communities 
with  the  best  possible  kind  of  theatre,  irrespective  of  the  status 
of  the  participants.  If  the  simon-pure  amateur  can  do  it  satis- 
factorily, and  maintain  a  sujEciently  high  standard,  many 
people  would  prefer  to  have  it  so.  Not  only  the  governing 
bodies  but  some  of  the  professional  directors  of  prominence 
have  taken  a  firm  stand  in  favor  of  the  "preservation  of  the 
amateur,"  but  they  are  in  a  minority  of  the  leaders  of  the  city 
groups.  While  there  must  always  be  a  place  for  the  wholesome 
avocational  approach  to  theatricals  in  the  rural  districts  and 
for  church  and  club  groups  in  a  community  of  any  size,  the 
larger  theatres,  by  reason  of  their  investment  in  plant  and 
equipment,  their  budgets  and  their  subscription  lists,  are  sub- 
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ject  to  comparison  if  not  to  competition  with  the  best  that  is 
available  to  their  fellow-citizens.  And  that  best  is  usually  "the 
road"  which  has  lately  regained  much  of  its  old  vigor.  There 
are  now  more  companies  playing  one-week  stands  than  at  any 
time  since  the  early  days  of  motion  pictures. 

The  work  of  the  Federal  Theatre,  that  "undertaking  at  best 
experimental  and  delicate  but  carried  out  with  skill  and  cir- 
cumspection" as  the  Beards  have  described  it,  has  borne  fruit, 
however  belatedly,  as  a  builder  of  new  audiences.  It  also  helped 
to  dispel  some  of  the  superstitions  regarding  the  status  of  the 
actor,  and  caused  no  little  confusion  among  its  detractors,  par- 
ticularly those  in  Congress.  These  critics  deplored  the  "waste 
of  federal  funds"  but  they  seemed  to  be  uncertain  whether 
their  objection  was  to  payments  being  made  to  amateurs  who 
were  capable  of  doing  real  work  or  to  professionals  who  were 
so  incompetent  that  they  ought  not  to  be  encouraged  in  their 
evil  ways.  The  public  attended  or  stayed  away  without  giving 
much  thought  to  the  status  of  the  performers.  The  produc- 
tions served  to  exhibit  the  possibilities  of  the  spoken  drama  for 
the  first  time  to  thousands  of  people  who,  after  the  abandon- 
ment of  the  federal  project,  turned  to  the  community  theatres 
and  the  road  companies  for  comparable  entertainment. 

The  civic  entrepreneur  has  now  to  be  as  commercial  as  the 
downtown  theatre  manager.  Both  have  overhead  charges  to 
meet  and  a  public  to  satisfy  and  it  is  no  longer  a  cogent  argu- 
ment that  the  nonprofessional  company,  whatever  its  standards 
of  performance,  has  its  own  special  public  because  its  repertory 
is  different,  because  the  public  can  see  plays  in  the  little  theatre 
that  the  professional  producer  would  find  unprofitable.  Today 
the  greatest  ambition  of  most  play  selectors  is  to  be  able  to 
perform  the  latest  Broadway  success  before  the  road  company 
brings  it  to  town,  an  ambition  rarely  realized  because  of  the 
restrictive  eflForts  of  the  holders  of  the  copyrights.  These  gen- 
tlemen pay  the  civic  theatres  the  compliment  of  regarding 
them  as  serious  competitors,  which  bears  out  the  contention 
that  whenever  a  well-established  local  group  has  built  itself  a 
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sufficiently  large  audience  it  is  regarded  with  respect  by  the 
so-called  commercial  theatre.  Whether  the  group  calls  itself 
amateur  or  nonprofessional,  or  Civic,  Little,  or  Community 
Theatre  makes  no  difference;  it  is  the  possession  of  an  audience 
for  its  productions  which  gives  it  importance. 

After  the  drastic  readjustments  of  the  depression  years, 
some  few  theatres  achieved  a  genuinely  professional  outlook 
and  had  reorganized  to  meet  the  new  conditions.  Others 
were  still  pondering  the  advisability  of  enlarging  the  scope 
of  their  operations  when  the  initiation  of  the  defense  pro- 
gram depleted  their  manpower  and  caused  the  abandonment 
of  many  ambitious  schemes.  The  actual  outbreak  of  war  caused 
even  further  setbacks,  the  compulsion  of  the  draft  removing 
practically  all  the  younger  and  more  adventurous  spirits  from 
theatrical  activity.  In  some  localities  the  forces  of  reaction 
gathered  strength  and  objected  successfully  not  only  to  a  more 
professionalized  theatre  but  to  any  theatre  at  all.  Incredible  as 
it  may  seem  now,  there  were,  in  1942,  many  prominent  and 
influential  theatre  patrons  who  went  on  record  as  believing  it 
was  morally  v^nrong  either  to  participate  in  or  to  attend  the 
amateur  theatre  in  wartime. 

For  one  or  another  reason  several  groups  suspended  opera- 
tions completely  soon  after  Pearl  Harbor.  It  was  ironical  that 
in  the  state  of  Texas,  an  armed  camp  with  a  wartime  popula- 
tion of  several  million  young  men,  thousands  of  them  ardent 
and  well-trained  players  and  technicians,  its  three  principal 
community  groups  were  allowed  to  falter  and  die.  The  San 
Antonio  Little  Theatre,  the  Houston  Community  Players, 
and  the  Little  Theatre  of  Dallas,  all  closed  their  doors  within 
a  few  months  of  each  other. 

Not  only  in  Texas  are  the  young  men  and  women  back  again 
from  war  service  and,  with  the  impatient  vigor  of  youth,  de- 
manding a  more  adventurous  approach.  They  are  grateful  to 
the  people  who  kept  some  kind  of  theatre  alive  during  the  war 
years  and  they  are  quite  bitterly  critical  of  those  who  allowed  it 
to  die  here  and  there.  The  adventurous  spirits  are  already  at 
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work  on  the  rebuilding  and  the  re-fashioning,  in  some  cases 
starting  experimental  groups  of  their  own,  in  others  exerting 
pressure  to  obtain  better  standards,  higher  skills,  and  greater 
competence  in  the  existing  groups. 

The  question  of  competence,  and  that  does  not  mean  mere 
adequacy,  is  the  crux  of  the  matter.  This  whole  argument  of 
"amateur  or  professional"  revolves  around  the  question  whether 
the  nonprofessional  can  attain  proper  skill  and  competence  in 
the  brief  amount  of  time  he  has  available  to  pursue  a  theatre 
avocation. 

The  present  long  runs  in  community  plays  are  exhausting  to 
a  conscientious  player  who  may  raise  no  objection  to  four  or 
more  weeks  of  strenuous  rehearsal  because  these  evenings  do 
include  some  intervals  of  relaxation  and  an  occasional  night 
off.  But  the  continuous  playing  of  a  role,  with  the  concentra- 
tion which  this  demands,  is  depleting  to  men  and  women  even 
if  they  do  not  have  to  be  up  betimes  the  following  morning  to 
go  about  their  regular  business.  Many  community  directors  are 
finding  increasing  reluctance  among  their  better  players  to  ac- 
cept attractive  roles  because  of  the  heavy  demands  of  the 
present  schedules.  Even  if  these  valuable  players  are  willing  to 
appear  they  are  now  limiting  their  contribution  to  one  part  in 
a  season,  which  means  that  the  less  competent  players  are 
called  upon.  The  audience  is  therefore  deprived  of  the  oppor- 
tunity of  seeing  the  best  possible  performance  and  the  player 
does  not  perform  as  often  as  he  should  if  he  is  to  maintain  his 
technique. 

The  problem  of  how  to  offer  the  public  the  best  possible 
production  has  never  been  more  pressing.  Scenically  there  is 
little  more  that  can  be  done  within  the  limits  of  modern  ac- 
ceptance of  stage  illusion.  Hollywood  can  surpass  in  realism 
even  the  most  lavish  of  Broadway  settings.  Any  improvement 
can,  and  must  come,  in  the  acting,  in  the  presentation  of  ideas 
and  the  interpretation  of  character.  The  acquisition  of  the 
necessary  skill  to  achieve  this  is  a  specialized  and  a  full-time 
occupation.  The  playing  of  one,  or  at  the  most,  two  parts  in  a 
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season  is  quite  insufficient  to  keep  an  actor  in  playing  condi- 
tion, and  it  certainly  limits  his  development.  The  chances  are 
that  he  is  a  "type"  to  his  director  and  will  play  the  same  kind 
of  role  again  next  season— and  the  next. 

True,  the  Broadway  professional  often  suffers  long  periods 
of  idleness  between  shows  but,  in  theory  at  least,  he  keeps  in 
condition  by  exercise  and  study,  and  by  occasional  radio  ap- 
pearances. It  is  his  professional  duty  and  intelligent  self-interest 
to  maintain  his  technical  equipment.  The  amateur  has  no  such 
necessity;  he  has  to  plunge  again  into  his  vocation  and  perhaps 
work  overtime  for  weeks  in  order  to  rid  his  desk  of  the  accumu- 
lation of  work  occasioned  by  six  weeks  of  memorizing,  re- 
hearsing, and  performing  in  the  play. 

The  proponents  of  the  new  national  theatre  point  out  that 
almost  every  department  of  the  community  theatre  in  any 
sizeable  city  is  now  professionalized.  The  director,  the  business 
manager,  the  technician-designer,  and  sometimes  also  a  ward- 
robe mistress  and  a  property  man,  are  full-time  workers  on  a 
salary.  Only  in  the  all-important  department  of  acting  is  it 
assumed  that  the  work  is  not  sufficiently  difficult  to  need  ade- 
quate training  and  continuous,  whole-time  attention. 

No  revolution  is  proposed  in  order  to  establish  this  new  order 
in  the  national  theatre.  The  professional  approach,  the  build-  , 

ing  of  an  acting  company  whose  full  time  and  energies  are  | 
devoted  to  the  j>erfection  of  their  craft  can  best  be  achieved 
by  the  evolutionary  process.  It  might  start  by  the  encourage- 
ment of  some  promising  young  community  players,  offering 
them  some  inducement  to  remain  in  their  home  city  in  return 
for  a  small  weekly  salary,  guaranteed  for  the  season.  This  last 
summer  I  received  a  request  to  recommend  some  young  drama 
graduates  for  a  community  theatre  which  operates  nine 
months  a  year  and  pays  the  members  of  its  company  small  but 
regular  salaries.  Admittedly  thirty-five  dollars  a  week  does  not 
sound  exciting  to  young  actors  whose  friends  may  be  currently 
making  three  times  that  amount  on  Broadway.  But  a  Broadway 
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production  may  run  no  more  than  four  weeks  and  the  next  en- 
gagement be  months,  even  years  away,  while  the  community 
theatre  in  question  was  offering  its  pittance  for  a  guaranteed 
forty  weeks  of  the  theatrical  year.  At  the  end  of  that  time,  with 
a  season  of  hard  work,  study,  and  the  playing  of  a  variety  of 
roles  to  his  credit,  the  young  player  would  stand  a  better  chance 
of  conquering  Broadway  than  with  nothing  to  show  but  a  few 
press  clippings  of  his  college  and  amateur  appearances. 

Moreover  as  his  skill  increased  he  would  be  more  valuable 
to  the  local  group  if  he  wished  to  stay  with  them.  From  the 
community's  point  of  view  he  should  be  encouraged  to.  The 
local  theatre  need  not  be  regarded  as  a  trade  school,  giving  a 
few  young  actors  each  year  just  sufficient  encouragement  to 
leave  at  the  end  of  the  first  season  for  New  York,  there  to  join 
the  waiting  lines  outside  the  producers'  offices.  The  proper 
conception  of  the  new  national  theatre  is  that  the  regional 
company  shall  be  an  end  and  not  merely  the  means. 

Broadway  and  Hollywood  will  continue  to  exercise  a  pow- 
erful attraction,  but  every  year  more  and  more  drama  students 
grow  to  realize  that  these  markets  are  hopelessly  overcrowded 
and  that  their  chances  of  even  a  small  part  in  New  York,  fol- 
lowed by  the  offer  of  a  Hollywood  contract,  are  almost  infini- 
tesimal. The  realistic  attitude  of  such  students  is  prompted  by 
a  desire  to  capitalize  on  their  youth,  to  exploit  their  enthusiasm, 
to  work  at  their  vocation  while  they  are  still  eligible  for  juvenile 
roles,  and  they  feel  that  their  own  communities  should  man- 
age to  provide  the  necessary  opportunities. 

A  theatre  proposing  to  assemble  a  full-time  company  would 
very  well  begin  by  offering  regular  employment  to  two  or  three 
of  these  talented  and  well-trained  players.  Their  agreement 
would  call  for  their  undivided  attention  to  be  given  to  the 
theatre.  Gradually  a  few  more  could  be  added  to  give  strength 
and  variety  to  the  resident  company,  but  the  professionalizing 
process  need  not  mean  that  the  amateur  would  become  ex- 
tinct. The  change-over  would  be  effected  by  constitutional 
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methods  extending  over  a  number  of  years.  It  is  not  possible 
to  foresee  the  time  when  the  talented  nonprofessional  (i.e.,  the 
actor  by  avocation)  would  not,  in  individual  cases,  be  invalu- 
able in  many  productions.  The  older  character  parts,  for 
instance,  could  not  be  played  always  to  the  satisfaction  of  the 
audience  by  the  young  professionals,  however  effective  they 
might  be  on  occasion.  Gradually  it  might  be  economically 
possible  to  engage  a  few  mature  professionals  from  the  outside, 
but  for  many  years  the  community  would  need  the  services  of 
the  experienced  middle-aged  amateurs  who  are  as  a  rule  its 
most  effective  performers. 

It  is  in  the  juvenile  and  the  younger  leading  roles  that  the 
community  companies  must  have  the  services  of  players  who 
are  not  only  talented,  well-trained,  and  versatile,  but  who  have 
the  time  to  devote  themselves  to  constant  improvement  and 
the  opportunity,  through  regular  full-time  employment  in  their 
profession,  to  attain  variety,  power,  and  stage  maturity.  There 
would  still  be  opportunity  for  the  talented  young  people  of 
the  city  who  wished  to  join  an  apprentice  group  or  workshop 
attached  to  the  theatre  in  which  they  could  learn  by  observa- 
tion, study,  and  some  practical  experience. 

The  choice,  then,  should  be  fairly  clear.  There  will  always 
be  a  place  for  the  amateur  in  the  theatre  as  well  as  in  the  other 
arts.  There  will  always  be  a  place  for  the  amateur  producing 
organization,  providing  an  outlet  for  self-expression  and  either 
devoted  to  experimentation  in  new  forms  or  pursuing  a  quietly 
conventional  course.  Both  of  these  two  subdivisions  of  the 
frankly  nonprofessional  theatre  would  rely  greatly  upon  the 
tolerance  of  the  audience,  the  first  making  an  appeal  to  a  small, 
select  group  of  playgoers  who  would  be  intrigued  by  the  un- 
usual, the  second  attracting  a  somewhat  larger  body  of  sup- 
porters who  want  anything  but  the  unusual.  In  each  case  the 
amateur  spirit  would  be  predominant  and  the  audiences  would 
expect  just  so  much,  and  no  more. 

But  the  new  national  theatre  which  the  larger,  more  discrimi- 
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nating  audience  deserves  and  will  eventually  insist  upon,  will 
be  controlled  and  staffed,  and  its  performances  executed,  by 
specialists  who  will  be  community  players  because  they  have 
chosen  to  be,  and  who  will  still  also  be  amateurs  because,  in 
the  almost  forgotten  meaning  of  that  word  "they  practice 
their  art  for  the  love  of  it." 
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Here  is  what  seems  to  be  a  simple,  direct,  comprehensive 
contract;  fair  to  both  parties,  and  a  model  of  its  kind. 

STATE  OF    

COUNTY  OF 

THIS  AGREEMENT  made  and  entered  into  this 

day  of ,  by  and  between  the ,  Party 

of  the  First  Part,  and ,  Party  of  the  Second 

Part, 

WITNESSETH: 

(1)  Party  of  the  First  Part  appoints  the  Party  of  the 

Second  Part  Director  of  the   for  the  season 

,  that  is  to  say,  September  15,   ,  to  June  1 5 

,   and   the  Party  of   the   Second   Part   hereby   accepts 

the   aforesaid   appointment   on    the   terms   and   conditions 
hereinafter  set  forth,  which  are  hereby  agreed  to. 

(2)  That  in  consideration  of  the  services  to  be 
rendered  by  the  Party  of  the  Second  Part  as  Director,  the 
Party  of  the  First  Part  agrees  to  pay  the  Party  of  the  Second 

Part  the  sum  of  dollars  in  nine  equal  installments 

on  or  before  the  1 5th  day  of  each  month  of  said  term,  com- 
mencing October  15, ,  and  ending  June  15  .... 

(3)  Party  of  the  Second  Part  agrees  to  present  seven 

productions  of  four  performances  each  during  said  season, 

oflEering  as  many   "repeats"   and  out-of-town  performances 

*  From  Curtains  Going  Up  by  Albert  McCleery  and  Carl  Click.  Pit- 
man Publishing  Corporation. 
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of  said  productions  as  to  the  President  and/or  Executive 

Committee  of  the in  agreement  with  the  said 

Director,  may  seem  advisable. 

(4)  Party  of  the  Second  Part  agrees  to  present  each 
of  the  aforesaid  seven  productions  according  to  the  follow- 
ing schedule  and  within  the  times  therein  provided: 

First— Between  October  6  and  October  23. 
Second— Between  November  10  and  November  27. 
Third- Between  December  8  and  December  25. 
Fourth— Between  January  20  and  January  29. 
Fifth— Between  February  17  and  March  2. 
Sixth— Between  April  21  and  April  30. 
Seventh— Between  May  5  and  May  15. 

(5)  Party  of  the  Second  Part  agrees  to  keep  all  activi- 
ties and  expenditures,  under  his  direction,  within  the  limits 
of  the  budget  as  adopted  by  the  Executive  Committee  and/ 
or  the  Board  of  Governors,  and  the  Party  of  the  Second  Part 
agrees  to  make  no  expenditures  in  excess  of  that  provided 
by  the  aforesaid  budget  without  the  written  approval  of  the 
Executive  Committee  or  its  duly  constituted  representative. 

(6)  Party  of  the  First  Part,  subject  to  the  aforesaid 
provisions  and  restrictions,  hereby  grants  to  the  Party  of  the 
Second  Part  exclusive  authority  with  reference  to  (a)  choice 
of  cast,  (b)  creation  of  productions  within  budgetary  limits, 
and  (c)  selection  of  plays  except  that  as  to  this  item  the  said 
Director  is  to  submit  for  the  approval  of  the  Board  a  list  of 
not  less  than  ten  plays  from  which  the  productions  for  the 
year  are  to  be  chosen  by  agreement  between  said  Director 
and  the  Board  of  Directors,  such  lists  to  be  submitted  not 
later  than  September  15 

(7)  It  is  agreed  that  the  Costume,  Property  and  Stage 
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StafiE  Committee  and  their  respective  chairmen  be  selected 

by  the  Director,  with  the  approval  of  the  President. 

(8)  Party  of  the  Second  Part  agrees  to  co-operate 

with  and  foster  the  activities  of  the and  to  do  the 

utmost  to  advance  the  interest  of  the  Party  of  the  First 
Part. 

(9)  In  addition  to  the  compensation  herewithin  pro- 
vided for,  it  is  understood  and  agreed  that  the  Party  of  the 
Second  Part  shall  share  in  any  income  received  by  the  Party 
of  the  First  Part  over  and  above  the  amount  of  the  annual 

budget  fixed  by  the  Board  of  Directors  for  the season 

in  the  foUovidng  proportions:   %  of  such  overplus  to 

the  amount  of dollars;  %  of  any  excess  over 

that;  any  amount  due  hereunder  to  be  ascertained  at  the 

close  of  the  season  on  June  15, ,  and  any  amount  then 

found  to  be  due  to  be  then  payable. 

IN  WITNESS  whereof  the ,  by  its  President 

and  its  Secretary,  has  caused  its  name  to  be  hereunto  sub- 
scribed and  its  seal  to  be  hereunto  affixed,  and  the  said 

has  hereunto  set  his  hand  and  seal,  both  in 

triplicate,  the  date  and  the  year  first  above  written. 
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THE  DALLAS  LITTLE  THEATRE  1920-1943 

1920-1921 

1.  A  Scrap  of  Paper:  Victorien  Sardou,  adapted  by  J.  Pal- 
grave  Simpson. 

2.  Between  the  Soup  and  the  Savory:  *  Gertrude  Jennings. 

3.  The  Magistrate:  Arthur  Wing  Pinero. 

4.  Green  Stockings:  A.  E.  W.  Mason. 

5.  Nothing  but  the  Truth:  James  Montgomery. 

6.  Beyond  the  Horizon:  Eugene  O'Neill. 

7.  The  Rivals:  R.  B.  Sheridan. 

8.  A  Pair  of  Sixes:  Edward  Peple. 

1921-1922 

1.  The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest:  Oscar  Wilde. 

2.  A  Rose  of  Plymouth  Town:  B.  M.  Dix  and  E.  G.  Suther- 
land. 

3.  The  Truth:  Clyde  Fitch. 

JWurzel-Flummery:  A.  A.  Milne. 
"**     1  The  Showing-up  of  Blanco  Posnet:  Bernard  Shaw. 

5.  Mrs.  Bumpstead-Leigh:  Harry  J.  Smith. 

6.  Billeted:  F.  Tennyson  Jesse  and  H.  M.  Harwood. 

f  Circumstantial  Evidence  and  the  Woman:  ^  J.  Clay 

7.  }  Powers. 

[Trifles:  Susan  Glaspell. 

8.  Her  Husband's  Wife:  A.  E.  Thomas. 

9.  Suppressed  Desires:  Susan  Glaspell. 

10.  The  Florist  Shop:  ^  Winifred  Hawkridge. 
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1922-1923 

1.  Clarence:  Booth  Tarkington. 

2.  Ambush:  Arthur  Richman. 

3.  The  Things  That  Count:  Lawrence  Eyre. 

4.  The  Truth  About  Blayds:  A.  A.  Milne. 

TThe  Medicine  Show:  Stuart  Walker. 
5.^    J  Just  Neighborly:  Alexander  Dean. 
I  Master  Pierre  Patelin:  Anonymous. 

6.  The  Red  Robe:  Eugene  Brieux. 

7.  Dulcy:  George  S.  Kaufman  and  Marc  Connelly. 

8.  The  Dover  Road:  A.  A.  Milne. 

1923-1924 

1.  Why  Marry?  Jesse  Lynch  Williams. 

2.  Jane  Clegg:  St.  John  Ervine. 

3.  The  Torchbearers:  George  Kelly. 

4.  Romeo  and  Juliet:  William  Shakespeare. 

5.  Belinda:  A.  A.  Milne. 

6.  A  Bill  of  Divorcement:  Clemence  Dane. 

7.  Mary  the  Third:  Rachel  Crothers. 

8.  Judge  Lynch:  *  John  William  Rogers. 

1924-1925 

1.  Fashion:  Anna  Cora  Mowatt. 

2.  The  Emperor  Jones:  Eugene  O'Neill. 

3.  Pygmalion:  Bernard  Shaw. 

4.  The  Tragedy  of  Nan:  John  Masefield. 

5.  Seventeen:  Booth  Tarkington. 

f  Saved:  John  William  Rogers. 
6.°    }  In  the  Smokies:  Norman  Crowell. 

['Til  Life  Do  Us  Part:  John  William  Rogers. 

7.  Mr.  Pim  Passes  By:  A.  A.  Milne. 

8.  Outward  Bound:  "  Sutton  Vane. 

Q.  The  No  'Count  Boy:  *  Paul  Green. 
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1925-1926 

1.  Wappin'  Wharf:  Charles  S.  Brooks. 

2.  Candida:  Bernard  Shaw. 

3.  Old  Man  Minick:  Edna  Ferber  and  George  S.  Kaufman. 

4.  Anna  Christie:  Eugene  O'Neill. 

5.  Dear  Brutus:  James  M.  Barrie. 

6.  John  Ferguson:  St.  John  Ervine. 

7.  The  Youngest:  Philip  Barry. 

8.  El  Cristo:  *  Margaret  Larkin. 

1926-1927 

1.  The  Beggar's  Opera:  John  Gay. 

2.  Merton  of  the  Movies:  George  S.  Kaufman  and  Marc 
Connelly. 

'A  Dance  Pantomime:  Ruth  Laird  and  Frank  Herring, 
The  Nativity  and  Adoration  Cycle:  from  the  Ches- 
ter Mysteries. 
Why  the  Chimes  Rang:  Elizabeth  McFadden. 

4.  Hedda  Gabler:  Henrik  Ibsen. 

5.  Aren't  We  All?  Frederick  Lonsdale. 

6.  Beyond  the  Horizon:  Eugene  O'Neill. 

7.  Rip  Van  Winkle:  Joseph  Jefferson  and  Dion  Boucicault. 

8.  Mrs.  Partridge  Presents:  Mary  Kennedy. 

1927-1928 

1.  Right  You  Are  (If  You  Think  You  Are)  :  Luigi  Piran- 
dello. 

2.  Sun  Up:  Lula  Vollmer. 

3.  The  Monkey's  Paw:  ^  W.   W.  Jacobs   and   Louis  N. 
Parker. 

4.  The  Little  Stone  House:  °  George  Calderon.  (From  the 
Russian.) 

5.  The  Stepmother:  ^  Arnold  Bennett. 

6.  Young  Woodley:  John  Van  Druten. 
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7.  Twilight  Saint:  *  Stark  Young. 

8.  The  Last  of  Mrs.  Cheyney:  Frederick  Lonsdale. 

9.  The  Swan:  Ferenc  Molnar. 

10.  The  Good  Hope:  Herman  Heijermans. 

11.  Expressing  Willie:  Rachel  Crothers. 

1928-1929 

1.  What  Every  Woman  Knows:  James  M.  Banie. 

2.  Liliom:  Ferenc  Molnar. 

3.  The  Queen's  Husband:  Robert  E.  Sherwood. 

4.  R.U.R.:  Karel  Capek. 

5.  Arms  and  the  Man:  Bernard  Shaw. 

6.  The  Cradle  Song:  Martinez-Sierra. 

7.  They  Knew  What  They  Wanted:  Sidney  Howard. 

8.  Lady  Windermere's  Fan:  Oscar  Wilde. 

1929-1930 

1.  Enter  Madame:  Gilda  Varesi  and  Dolly  Byrne. 

2.  The  Adding  Machine:  Elmer  Rice. 

3.  The  Play's  the  Thing:  Ferenc  Molnar. 

4.  Ten  Nights  in  a  Barroom:  T.  S.  Arthur. 

5.  The  Wild  Duck:  Henrik  Ibsen. 

6.  The  Royal  Family:   George  S.  Kaufman   and  Edna 
Ferber. 

7.  The  Silver  Cord:  Sidney  Howard. 

8.  The  Devil's  Disciple:  Bernard  Shaw. 

9.  The  Perfect  Alibi:  A.  A.  Milne. 

10.  The  Criminal  Code:  Martin  Flavin. 

11.  Wedding  Bells:  Salisbury  Field. 

12.  Holiday:  Philip  Barry. 

13.  Alice  in  Wonderland:  Lewis  Carroll. 

1930-1931 

1.  Bird  in  Hand:  John  Drinkwater. 

2.  Camille:  Alexandre  Dumas  fils. 

3.  Hotel  Universe:  Philip  Barry. 
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{Andro(Xes  and  the  Lion:  Bernard  Shaw. 
The  Man  Who  Married  a  Dumb  Wife:  Anatole 
France. 

5.  The  Constant  Wife:  Somerset  Maugham. 

6.  The  Dybbuk:  S.  Ansky. 

7.  The  Racket:  Bartlett  Cormack. 

8.  The  Torchbearers:  George  Kelly. 

1931-1932 

1.  The  Second  Man:  S.  N.  Behrman. 

2.  Spread  Eagle:  Charles  S.  Brooks  and  Walter  B.  Lister. 

3.  Saint  Joan:  Bernard  Shaw. 

4.  Six  Characters  in  Search  of  an  Author:  Luigi  Piran- 
dello. 

5.  Green  Grow  the  Lilacs:  Lynn  Riggs. 

6.  Once  in  a  Lifetime:  George  S.  Kaufman  and  Moss  Hart. 

7.  Loyalties:  John  Galsworthy. 

8.  In  Love  with  Love:  Vincent  Lawrence. 

1932-1933 

1.  Brief  Moment:  S.  N.  Behrman. 

2.  There's  Always  Juliet:  John  Van  Druten. 

3.  Roam  Though  I  May:  ^  John  William  Rogers. 

4.  Success  Story:  John  Howard  Lawson. 

5.  Caesar  and  Cleopatra:  Bernard  Shaw. 

6.  The  Young  Idea:  Noel  Coward. 

7.  The  High  Road:  Frederick  Lonsdale. 

8.  Little  Theatre  Varieties. 

9.  The  Marquise:  Noel  Coward. 

1933-1934 

1.  Both  Your  Houses:  Maxwell  Anderson. 

2.  On  Approval:  Frederick  Lonsdale. 

3.  Three-Cornered  Moon:  Gertrude  Tonkonogy. 

4.  Amaco:  Martin  Flavin. 

5.  Biography:  S.  N.  Behrman. 
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^      (A  Village  Wooing:  ^  Bernard  Shaw. 
1  The  Man  of  Destiny:  Bernard  Shaw. 
7.  The  Lower  Depths:  Maxim  Gorky. 

1934-1935 

1.  Elizabeth  The  Queen:  Maxwell  Anderson. 

2.  Easy  Virtue:  Noel  Coward. 

3.  The  Late  Christopher  Bean:  Sidney  Howard. 

4.  The  Devil  Passes:  Benn  W.  Levy. 

5.  Dangerous  Corner:  J.  B.  Priestley. 

6.  Yellow  Jack:  Sidney  Howard. 

1935-1936 

1.  Rain  From  Heaven:  S.  N.  Behrman. 
JTiLL  THE  Day  I  Die:  Clifford  Odets. 
I  Waiting  for  Lefty:  Clifford  Odets. 

3.  Post  Road:  Wilbur  Daniel  Steele  and  Norma  Mitchell. 

4.  The  Distaff  Side:  John  Van  Druten. 

5.  Candle  Light:  Siegfried  Geyer  and  P.  G.  Wodehouse. 

6.  BoRNED  IN  Texas  (Roadside)  :  Lynn  Riggs. 

1936-1937 

1.  Parnell:  Elsie  Schauffler. 

Dr.  Faustus:  Christopher  Marlowe. 
Squaring  the  Circle:  Valentin  Katayev. 

3.  Blind  Alley:  James  Warwick. 

4.  Noah:  Andr6  Obey. 

5.  Captain  Brassbound's  Conversion:  Bernard  Shaw. 

6.  Love  Passes  By:  Brothers  Quintero. 

7.  Night  of  January  16:  Ayn  Rand. 

8.  Call  It  a  Day:  Dodie  Smith. 

9.  First  Lady:  Katherine  Dayton  and  George  S.  Kaufman. 

1937-1938 

1.  The  World  We  Live  In  (The  Insect  Comedy):  Karel 
Capek. 


List  of  Plays  Produced  171 

2.  Pride  and  Prejxtoice:  Helen  Jerome. 

3.  Idiot's  Delight:  Robert  E.  Sherwood. 

4.  Lysistrata:  Aristophanes. 

5.  Stage  Door:  George  S.  Kaufman  and  Edna  Ferber. 

6.  An  Enemy  of  the  People:  Henrik  Ibsen. 

7.  Excursion:  Victor  Wolf  son. 

8.  Dead  End:  Sidney  Kingsley. 

9.  The  Concert:  Hermann  Bahr. 

10.  Alice  in  Wonderland:  Lewis  Carroll. 

11.  The  Blue  Bird:  Maurice  Maeterlinck. 

12.  Big  Lake:  Lynn  Riggs. 

1938-1939 

1.  Tonight  at  8:30:  Noel  Coward. 

2.  Brother  Rat:  John  Monk,  Jr.  and  Fred  FinklehoflF. 

3.  The  Ghost  of  Yankee  Doodle:  Sidney  Howard. 

4.  Autumn  Crocus:  C.  L.  Anthony. 

5.  Flight  21:  Paul  Baumer. 

6.  Arms  and  the  Man:  Bernard  Shaw. 

7.  Holy  Night:  Martinez-Sierra. 

o      JSnickerty-Nick:  ^  Julia  Ford. 

1  The  Affected  Young  Ladies:  ^  Moli^re. 

1939-1940 

1.  Room  Service:  John  Murray  and  Allen  Boretz. 

2.  Our  Town:  Thornton  Wilder. 

3.  Accent  on  Youth:  Samson  Raphaelson. 

4.  Julius  Caesar:  William  Shakespeare. 

5.  Susan  and  God:  Rachel  Crothers. 

6.  Ah!  Wilderness:  Eugene  O'Neill. 

1940-1941 

1.  Margin  for  Error:  Clare  Boothe. 

2.  Dollar  Down:  *  Margaret  Sims. 

3.  Night  Must  Fall:  Emlyn  Williams. 
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4.  Where   the   Dear   Antelope    Play:  ^   John    William 
Rogers. 

5.  The  Male  Animal:  James  Thurber  and  Elliot  Nugent. 

6.  We  Are  Besieged:  ^  Sam  Acheson. 

1941-1942 

1.  George  Washington  Slept  Here:  George  S.  Kaufman 
and  Moss  Hart. 

2.  Thunder  Rock:  Robert  Ardrey. 

3.  Vincent  Van  Gogh:  Arnaud  d'Usseau  and  Richard  Col- 
lins. 

4.  Mr.  and  Mrs.  North:  Owen  Davis. 

5.  Shadow  and  Substance:  Paul  Vincent  Carroll. 

6.  The  Snow-Maiden:  Alexander  Ostrovsky  (translated  by 
David  Russell,  music  by  Rimsky-Korsakoff ) . 

7.  The  Women:  Clare  Boothe. 

8.  The  Ghost  Train:  '  Arnold  Ridley. 

9.  Cradle-Snatchers:  ^  R.  G.  Medcraft  and  Norma  Mitchell. 

1942-1943 

1.  Three  Men  on  a  Horse:  ^  John  Cecil  Holm  and  George 
Abbott. 

2.  The  Eve  of  Saint  Mark:  Maxwell  Anderson. 

3.  Petticoat  Fever:  ^  Mark  Reed. 

4.  The  Time  of  Your  Life:  William  Saroyan. 

5.  Kind  Lady:  Edward  Chodorov. 

6.  Candida:  Bernard  Shaw. 

^  One-act  play  staged  for  the  Community  Chest. 

2  First  performance. 

'Triple  bill  of  one-act  plays. 

*  One-act  play;  Belasco  Cup  winner. 

"  Guest  cast  from  leading  Little  Theatres  in  the  United  States. 

^One-act  play;  Workshop  production. 

^  Children's  Theatre  production. 

*Army  Camp  shows. 
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